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For the past century, especially for the past three decades or so, there has been a surge 
in demand for reparation for previous infractions by and towards individuals and groups.  
Governments, religious institutions and group associations have all been asked to “make up” 
for previous mistakes by giving a public apology coupled with some form of compensation.  
Some have obliged almost immediately and have engaged in swift and sweeping reform.  
Unsurprisingly, others have resisted the call with a stubbornness others perceive as 
inconsiderate.  In the light of this demand and denial for political apologies, this thesis seeks 
to answer the question “Are political apologies justified?”  It begins with an examination of 
the assumed foundation and paradigm for political apologies: interpersonal apologies.  It will 
then proceed to detail how and why the shift from interpersonal to political offers both 
problems and opportunities.  The thesis will attempt to (1) organise the backgrounds and 
working assumptions from both sides of the debate; (2) categorise the main objections 
levelled against the theory of political apologies; (3) provide justifications why the practise of 
political apologies is morally, pragmatically and politically preferable.  It will utilise the 
framework of communities and polities from Janna Thompson and Margaret Urban Walker to 
argue for the following: (1) that political apologies are justified given Thompson’s notion of a 
transgenerational polity and Walker’s notion of moral communities; (2) that a theory for 
political apologies is able to respond to the main objections raised against it; and (3) that the 
best alternative and justification is actually to fuse Thompson’s and Walker’s theories into a 











Apologies, Michael Freeman notes in his chapter in The Age of Apology – Facing up 
to the Past [AA]1, are “very familiar” and yet are “complex social phenomena” with many 
purposes and outcomes (AA 45).  It is familiar because as a child, most of us have 
experienced having to apologise to someone or having someone apologise to us in turn.  The 
conditional was simple enough: if we were responsible for wrongdoing towards another 
person, we owed that person an apology. Our parents and guardians required us to apologise 
whenever the situation demanded it.  However, as we grew older, the instances of us giving 
an apology became more infrequent, partly due to the fact that we were introduced to a list of 
resources  that staved the apology-giving process. This list of resources, otherwise known as 
“excuses”, were usually composed of a rejection of the conditional’s antecedent with an 
intention to deny the need and obligation to apologise.  
Nowadays, these “excuses” for apologies abound not only in the interpersonal sphere 
but in social and political ones as well.  For the past century, especially for the past three 
decades or so, there has been a surge in demand for reparation for previous infractions by and 
towards individuals and groups.  Governments, religious institutions and group associations 
have all been asked to “make up” for previous mistakes by giving a public apology coupled 
with some form of compensation.  Some have obliged almost immediately.  Unsurprisingly, 
others have resisted the call stubbornly.  Up until recently, the government of Australia has 
refused to apologise for the injustice committed towards indigenous Aborigines when a 
significant portion of their population were taken from their immediate families in an effort 
towards establishing a Euro-centric cultural mandate.  The numerous sex slaves of the 
                                                        
1
 The Age of Apology – Facing up to the Past edited by Mark Gibney, et.al., Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2008. 
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Japanese soldiers during World War II in Southeast Asia have yet to receive a direct and 
public apology from the Japanese government.  The demand for political apologies has 
increased proportionate to the discovery of histories and acts that have been forgotten or 
disavowed. 
That the issue of political apologies has long been left undiscussed should surprise no 
one.  In the introduction to The Age of Apology, two of the editors, Mark Gibney and Rhoda 
Howard-Hassman, posit the following origin for the non-discussion of apology:  
Historically in international affairs, no attention was paid to the principle that 
harms should be acknowledged. The dominant way of thinking was that the 
strong did whatever they wished, as reflected by Thucydides in the “Melian 
dialogue”: ‘the strong do what they have the power to do and the weak accept 
what they have to accept.’ (AA 2) 
The phenomenon of political apologies directly challenges this position as it requires 
these “powerful” institutions to apologies to the relatively “powerless”. But do these 
apologies eventually amount to a new international order? While the editors are wary of 
concluding that it does, they do acknowledge that the apologies are at least part of a social 
movement that has swept the world for the past half a century.  They say 
All these trends – social movements for liberation, indigenous demands for 
apology, and the politics of multiculturalism – stressed personal suffering and 
feeling… Liberal theorists started to acknowledge that along with standard 
liberal goods such as equality and liberty, individuals also desire, even need, 
social recognition.  In academic and policy discussion, a new focus on 
personal narratives began.  Scholars and practitioners recognised that 
personal narratives were a strong route to empathy, the capacity to put 
oneself in others’ shoes and understand what they had endured.  Apologies 
were one means that states and other social institutions could use to show 
empathy to those they had harmed. (AA 4) 
Those who support the giving of apologies for previous acts of wrongdoing contend 
that it is part of a greater movement of humanisation and a tool for reconciliation. Jean-Marc 
Coicaud and Jibecke Jönsson in their AA chapter entitled Elements of a Road Map for a 
Politics of Apology state the importance of political apologies in the following terms: 
Apology, although a small part, is still an important part of justice.  Surely, 
there can be justice without apology.  Yet apology, if well conducted (for the 
right reasons and the right ways), can also be a significant conduit for justice.  
The recognition that it brings to the wrong/crime helps the victim to reconcile 
with oneself and, in the process, with others and the world.  The reason why 
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this is, is also why apology is currently given such importance.  It has to do 
with the power of apology, a fairly simple tool in the end, when applied 
successfully.  It is a matter of humanisation.  For the same reason that 
dehumanisation is the most powerful tool of war, humanisation is the most 
powerful tool of reconciliation.  Apology is one of the ways in which 
humanisation is attempted. (AA Coicaud and Jönsson 90) 
The problem with political apologies 
Yet the reality is, not everyone has apologised. States, leaders, and entire groups have 
refused to acknowledge that they have a duty or need to apologise, much less admit that 
wrongdoing occurred. Even in the face of overwhelming international pressure exerted to 
governments such as Japan for WW II crimes in Asia, or China for the Tiananmen Massacre 
in 1989, the world has yet to see or hear an apology being given. In the chapter “Apologies: A 
Cross-Cultural Analysis” in AA, Alison Dundes Renteln outlines three difficulties with 
regards to political apologies. 
First, political apologies are demanded by and are given to various political states that 
naturally have different cultures that affect the available means in resolving conflicts.2 Such 
cultures may have contradictory customs or practices when it comes to giving an apology. 
Secondly, apologies seem to be necessarily tied to the issue of compensation. Renteln herself 
says that 
If a state apology is offered as an alternative to the payment of monetary 
damages, then it may appear to be an empty gesture. Victims of gross 
violations of human rights deserve reparations as well as an apology. To the 
extent that governments expect to avoid paying compensation by merely 
apologising, this is a development that deserves to be questioned. (AA 
Renteln 70) 
Lastly, Renteln says that political apologies may be “illusory means of resolving a 
conflict” (AA Ibid.)  as they can never restore the social equilibrium for which they were 
devised. This is because no amount of apology will result in some sort of equilibrium between 
                                                        
2
 See Renteln’s discussion the cultural divergence in apologizing and the cultural differences of various 
speech acts (given that apologies are usually rendered via speech acts) in AA 61-68. 
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a state and an individual. Renteln also cites Laura Nader who argues that the restoration of 
equilibrium or “group harmony” may mask a political strategy to suppress dissent.3 
In his chapter entitled “The Role of Apology in International Law”
 4
 in AA, Richard 
Bilder explains why the topic of political apologies has been examined most extensively by 
students of law and legal philosophy.  The critical concept of “legal precedent” is often cited 
as a cautionary principle in the general aversion towards official political apologies.  Once 
political apologies are given, politicians, legalists and legislators assume that the harrowing 
demands of compensation and the possible weakening of one’s sovereignty will inevitably 
ensue.   
The arguments that deny that political apologies are justified can be generally 
subsumed into three categories: (1) the non-actor objection, (2) the recipient dilemma, and the 
(3) impossibility of complete restoration.
5
  They are briefly and hopefully not simplistically 
summarised as follows: (1) that the state is not the agent of the wrongdoing and therefore 
cannot apologise for something it did not do; (2) that the victims of the wrongdoing are no 
longer alive to receive the apology or that the victims themselves cannot agree on a set of 
acceptable acts of restitution; and (3) that political apologies fail to realise the objectives for 
which they were made, i.e., the victims can never be restored to the status ante quo or prior to 
the event of wrongdoing.  In an anti-apologist’s arsenal of arguments, these three are the most 
persuasive and accessible.  For it does seem counter-intuitive to apologise for something one 
has not done; it seems illogical to apologise to those one has not harmed; and finally, it seems 
wasteful to apologise and yet achieve nothing. 
                                                        
3 See Laura Nader’s book, Harmony Ideology: Justice and Control in a Zapotec Mountain Village. 
Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1990. 
4
 See Richard Bilder’s discussion in The Role of Apology in International Law in AA 13-30, Lee Taft’s 
The Commodification of Apology in The Yale Law Journal, Vol. 109, No. 5, Mar., 2000, pp. 1135-1160  
and Nick Smith’s I Was Wrong: The Meanings of Apologies, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2008. 
5
 This thesis has aimed to organize and structure the objections raised against interpersonal and 
political apologies into these three categories. Philosophers who have talked about apologies have 
named one or two of these objections. 
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Yet other people have argued that it is not that counter-intuitive, illogical or wasteful.  
Other people have argued that one can, given specific conditions, take on the act of 
apologising for something one has not done; engage in a sincere apology even if the victims 
are no longer around; and participate in the long and painful process of reconciling with the 
past through a political apology even if it falls short of everybody’s expected outcome.  This 
thesis is an examination of those can’s and cannot’s, those should’s and should not’s.  It is an 
attempt to provide a systematic study of particular justifications of political apologies in the 
face of many objections.  It is an attempt to navigate through the many excuses that have 
flooded the plains of requests.  It is an attempt to situate both the demands of the victim and 
the response of the entreated. It is an attempt to structure the arguments in order to facilitate 
dialogue between the cause and recipient of wrongdoing and the community that bears 
witness to both.  In the end it is hoped that the question “Are political apologies justified?” be 
answered with clarity and precision. 
In particular, this thesis is concerned with two unique approaches in defending the 
practice of political apologies.  In her experience with fighting for the rights of the Aborigines 
in Australia, Janna Thompson has argued that political apologies are one way of achieving 
justice in what she calls “transgenerational polities.” In her chapter in AA entitled 
“Apology, Justice, and Respect” (AA Thompson 31-44) Thompson argues that societies are 
never bereft of the burdens and promises that previous generations have passed on.  Leaders 
of states have to contend with these given situations and conditions in their attempt to 
establish and maintain some political stability.  Thompson argues that political apologies are 
important mechanisms to establish this stability.   
Similarly, Margaret Urban Walker, in her examination of the literature and the 
experience of victims’ attempt to move on after a profound wrongdoing in her book Moral 
Repair—Reconstructing moral relations after wrongdoing (MR), proposes the notion of a 
“moral community” where trust, confidence and the fulfilment of shared expectations are the 
minimal conditions for a flourishing society.  In the wake of a profound wrongdoing, the 
community has an obligation for “moral repair” of which a political apology is a critical 
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part.  The task of moral repair is aimed at not only restoring the weakened or severed 
relationships but providing the victim the validation and the voice for healing and moving 
on.
6
   
Thompson’s and Walker’s theories are related to efforts by other pro-apologist 
theorists who propose that political apologies (and apologies in general) help create a more 
healthy “narrative” for people, groups and states.
7
 This thesis will attempt to provide the 
responses, based on Thompson’s and Walker’s theories, against the different anti-apology 
objections: non-actor objection, the recipient dilemma, and the impossibility of complete 
restoration argument. 
 
The structure of the thesis 
But before we go to Thompsons’ and Walker’s theories, it is imperative that we take 
a step back and examine the basic fundamental assumptions and presuppositions of political 
apologies especially with regard to their supposed foundation: interpersonal apologies. Both 
critics and proponents of political apologies assume that we have traction on what 
interpersonal apologies are.  In the next chapter, we shall attempt to propose the necessary 
and sufficient conditions that make up an interpersonal apology. We shall propose that 
interpersonal apologies between persons p and q, where q is the recipient of the wrongdoing, 
involve five elements: (A) a recognition that a wrongdoing has been committed, (B) remorse 
for the wrongdoing that was committed, (C) the expression of the apology, (D) the promise 
that the wrongdoing will not happen again in the future, and (E) the reparation for the 
wrongdoing. In the third chapter, we shall see how the shift from the interpersonal apologies 
to political ones is problematic given the following objections: The first is the non-actor 
objection which says that states are not required to apologise for acts that the present 
administration was not responsible for.  Even if states are capable of recognising A, it seems 
                                                        
6
 See Margaret Walker’s introduction in her book Moral Repair – Reconstructing moral relations after 
wrongdoing, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
7
 For discussion on apologies as instruments of repairing one’s narrative see Hilde Nelson’s book 
Damaged Identities, /arrative Repair, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001. 
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impossible for states to collectively arrive at B and C. The second objection, called the 
recipient dilemma, raises the problems brought about by the non-existence of the particular 
individual or group of individuals who were recipients of the wrongdoing. In cases where 
none survived the act of wrongdoing or in cases where where only their descendants remain, 
the state is not required to make the political apology.  
The fourth chapter will be dedicated to address these objections by utilising 
Thompson’s theory of a transgenerational polity and Margaret Urban Walker’s theory of 
moral communities. Against the objections, their theories will argue that part of a state’s duty 
is to create the optimal condition for its continuation as a trans-generational polity 
(Thompson) and its members’ flourishing given the shared expectations we have of each 
other (Walker).  
 In the last and final chapter, we shall propose how a hybrid theory of 
transgenerational moral communities, where shared expectations of a specific community 
persist through time, provides the best justification for political apologies. Given this context 
of a transgenerational moral community, political apologies are seen as an essential remedy to 
a gross injustice that may persist in the current generation. 
 
Some preliminary considerations 
However, before we proceed to our succeeding chapters, let us mention and clarify 
several key notions that are related to the theme of political apologies, notions that will either 
be omitted or assumed within this thesis.  Whenever the word “apologies” is mentioned two 
things almost immediately come to mind:  responsibility and forgiveness.  Responsibility is 
almost directly tied with apologies for it is normally assumed that one only apologises for 
what one has caused to happen, i.e., is responsible for.  Aware of the many theories 
surrounding freedom, responsibility and the degree to which blame and praise is attributable 
to them, we shall be taking this general definition of responsibility as “p is responsible for 
event X if p acted in such a way to cause event X.”  We shall also assume that a collective 
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such as a religious, ideological or political group such as a state, is capable of being 
“responsible for” event X. 
Forgiveness is another notion that is usually discussed together with apology. 
Philosophers have debated (1) if apology is a necessary condition for forgiveness, and (2) if 
the refusal of the wronged party to forgive his/her offender renders the apology meaningless. 
J. Angelo Corlett in his article “Forgiveness, Apology, and Retributive Punishment”
8
 defends 
the notion that apologies are a necessary condition for forgiveness while other thinkers such 
as Jean Hampton9 and H.J.N. Horsbrugh10 argue otherwise.  Corlett says that part of the 
elements of an apology is the compensation for the wrongdoing done, and the promise not to 
repeat it again (Corlett 2006, 33). Hampton insists that the offer of compensation may be 
enough to generate forgiveness even if an apology is not made (Murphy and Hampton 1988, 
42). Forgiveness that comes from the giving of an apology is seen as an important 
requirement to measure if apologies are meaningful are not. This thesis will not make any 
stance on this particular debate apart from decoupling the element of forgiveness from the list 
of requirements for a genuine apology, i.e., that an an apology is only genuine if the victim 
forgives the offender. 
There has been a trend in the discussion of political apologies and apologies in 
general that this thesis will not venture into.  This discussion involves a variation of Parfit’s 
non-identity problem for future generations, only this time it is applied for past events.  The 
issue deals with the question of whether apologies become meaningless given the fact that the 
apology contains a desire that X did not happen at time T1 given the reality that T1 is a 
necessary condition for the reality in T2 onwards.  To put it more concretely, when one 
apologises for the slavery that the African-Americans experienced in the 1800s, is one 
committed to saying that one wishes circumstances were different to a point where it would 
                                                        
8 J. Angelo Corlett in “Forgiveness, Apology, and Retributive Punishment” in American Philosophical 
Quarterly, Vol. 43, No. 1 (Jan 2006), pp. 25-42. 
9
 Jeffrie G. Murphy and Jean Hampton, Forgiveness and Mercy (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1988). 
10 H.J.N. Horsbrugh, “Forgiveness”, Canadian Journal of Philosophy, vol. 4 (1974), pp. 269-282 
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actually preclude the presence of African-Americans in America today?11  While this business 
of talking about and concluding from counterfactuals is an intellectually stimulating one, we 
shall not be engaging with such issues in this thesis outside the scope of ethics and political 
philosophy that this thesis endeavours to address. 
Lastly, this thesis will be using the term “wrongdoing” in place of the word “harm”. 
Philosophers who tackle the problem of apology have generally used the word “harm” rather 
than “wrongdoing” but it is the position of the author that the term “wrongdoing” is a more 
appropriate term for the problem at hand. This is because not all cases of harm, such as a 
doctor amputating an uncurable infected limb, are cases of wrongdoing, and therefore do not 
demand an apology. This distinction also helps clarify the acts that are being considered 




                                                        
11
 For more details of this debate see Janna Thompson’s The Apology Paradox and Neil Levy’s The 
Apology Paradox and the /on-identity Problem. 
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As most political apologies seem to be based on an implicit understanding of 
interpersonal apologies, it is necessary for us to examine more closely the phenomenon of 
interpersonal apologies.  The structure of interpersonal apologies provides both proponents 
and detractors of political apologies the basis for their respective positions.  While most 
critics of political apologies insist that the transition from interpersonal to political is an 
untenable one and as such, unjustified, supporters unsurprisingly maintain otherwise. 
 
The chapter will begin with an examination of several cases where individual 
apologies seem to be required, and will continue with an analysis of the elements that are 
common or different in each of the cases.  Towards the end of the chapter, a core list of 
jointly necessary and sufficient elements for an apology will then be drawn out.  
 
A.  Examples of interpersonal apologies 
 
Let us consider several cases between individuals where an apology may be required.   
I. The sneezing case: Joe sneezes during a bus ride on his way to school.  Jane who was 
in the bus, demands an apology from him claiming that Joe could’ve infected 
everyone with the AH1N1 virus.  Joe refuses to render an apology insisting he did 
nothing wrong by sneezing. 
II. The lipstick case: Amy borrows lipstick from her friend Susie. one evening and 
promises to return it the next day.  The next day, Amy is unable to return the lipstick 
as she has lost it.  Amy apologises to Susie. 
III. The adulterous case: Bryan and Mary have been a couple for 10 years.  One night, 
Mary discovers her husband’s affair with another woman.  Bryan eventually admits 
of the affair with the woman (which had been going on for some time).  Bryan 
apologises to Mary. 
IV. The raped daughter case: Anna’s daughter, Tisha, was brutally raped and killed by 
Jack. On the stand during his trial, Jack apologises to Anna for the crime.. 
V. The serial killer case: Will kills an entire family of seven but is not caught. After 
several years and just before he dies, Will gives a public apology (printed in 
newspapers and heard over the local TV station) for the crime.  At the time of his 
apology, there are no known relatives of the Jacksons in the town or in any nearby 
area. 
VI. The second serial killer case: Similar in all cases to the first serial killer case, except 
this time, Will dies before giving an apology, and his father gives the apology in 




Let us consider these cases in more detail.  Cases I – VI represent differing 
circumstances and elements in terms of the following:  (1) the acknowledgment of the 
wrongdoing caused, (2) the degree of wrongdoing that is caused, and (3) the presence or 
absence of the recipient and the agent of the wrongdoing during the time of the apology.  The 
following is a summary of the analysis of the different cases: 
a. In all cases except for Case I, the wrongdoing caused is uncontroversial. 
b. In cases II and III, the recipient of the wrongdoing is present when the apology is 
given.  
c. Except for case I and VI, the cause/agent of the wrongdoing is the one who gives 
the apology 
d. In case I, the cause of the event is the one being asked to apologise 
e. In case VI, another person (other than the agent) is offering the apology 









Was the recipient of the 
wrongdoing present 
during the time of the 
apology? 
Was the agent of the 
wrongdoing the one 
giving the apology? 
I No 0 Yes, but no apology 
was given 
No apology was given 
II Yes 1 Yes Yes 
III Yes 3 Yes Yes 
IV Yes 4 No Yes 
V Yes 5 No Yes, after a long period of 
time 
VI Yes 5 No No 
 
 
B. Elements of interpersonal apologies and the three objections 
 
We can certainly reconfigure the values in the table to create new scenarios.  While 
the table is not meant to be exhaustive, this particular configuration allows us to bring out 
several points for discussion. This examination of the different cases helps us establish the 
following: (1) the many nuances and elements that are involved in apologises; and (2) the 
elements and characteristics of political apologies that this thesis seeks to examine and 
eventually justify. 
First, all the cases that have been described in the table are cases where the 
wrongdoing is prior to the act of of giving an apology. While there are certainly cases where 
apologies are given prior to the act of wrongdoing – such as an apologetic bus driver who has 
 15
lost control of his vehicle that’s about to crash into a wall, this thesis will be concerned with 
apologies that are demanded or given after an event of wrongdoing.  This is because states 
have had to deal with the demand, justification, and/or refusal of political apologies from past 
wrongdoings. 
Let us designate the event of wrongdoing as X. Let us further posit that X occurred at 
a specific time, T1.  The apology is given at a later period, T2, T1 + n. The importance of T2 
and its temporal distance from T1 is clearly seen in the first serial killer case where the 
apology is given at a certain period after the wrongdoing had been committed.  Critics of both 
interpersonal and political apology worry that if n is long enough, the recipient of the 
wrongdoing might no longer be present when the apology is given. This is shown in the 
demands for World War II crimes as in several cases, the victims of the wrongdoing are still 
alive, such as the case of the comfort women who were abused throughout Asia. 
Second, the wrongdoing in question is ideally an uncontroversial one.  Ideally, it is a 
wrongdoing that has caused harm, and a wrongdoing that is acknowledged as such by both 
the agent and the recipient.  However, there are some cases where the agent refuses to 
acknowledge that there was any wrongdoing even if he/she acknowledges that there was harm 
done, and some cases where the agent refuses to acknowledge even the harm that was caused. 
In the first set of cases, agents may claim that the harm was for the recipient’s own good, such 
as parents claiming that corporal punishment is the only way to discipline their kids. In the 
second set of cases, such as that in case I, the agent refuses that harm was done in the first 
place. 
It is important to emphasise that the agent’s mere refusal to acknowledge that 
wrongdoing and harm were done is not enough to dismiss the reality of the harm.  
Wrongdoing, especially the wrongdoings shown in cases III – VI, are clearly acts of harm. 
The wrongdoing vs harm distinction we made in the end of the first chapter helps us deal with 
cases where agents may claim that the recipient was “overly sensitive” or that certain cultural 
contexts may not perceive certain as wrongdoings. 
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Even in cases where the act seems controversial or apparently harm-neutral such as 
the sneezing in case I, we are able to judge its wrongdoing/harm value given more 
information.  While the AH1N1 flu pandemic has caused an explosion of panic and paranoia 
in the world, sneezing by itself is not harmful to anyone.  This assumes however that in our 
sneezing case, Joe is swine flu-free.  But suppose that Joe after sneezing in the bus went to the 
hospital and was informed by the doctor that he has had the AH1N1 virus for a couple of 
weeks now. Joe’s sneeze in the bus did cause harm to the people in the bus in T1, regardless 
of his awareness of his AH1N1 virus infection at the time of the sneezing. 
Despite there being cases which fall in the same category as case I, it is incorrect to 
assume that all of them are.  The justification of political apologies that this thesis seeks to 
answer, are those political apologies that involve clear cut instances of wrongdoing.  
The third point is that the greater the degree of the wrongdoing and harm that has 
been caused, the greater the need for an apology, and the greater the demand on the act of 
reparation or compensation. The thesis has assigned arbitrary values to reflect the varying 
degree of wrongdoing done to the recipient.  The wrongdoing of killing another human being 
is a far more serious wrongdoing than the theft of a friend’s lipstick. While both demand an 
apology from the agent of the wrongdoing, the necessity and immediacy of the apology is far 
greater in the cases of lost human lives. The commensurate acts of reparation or 
compensation is also dependent on the degree of the wrongdoing. The replacement of a stolen 
lipstick with another one of its type is trivial compared to whatever acts are demanded to 
compensate for the loss of life. 
It may be argued that personal circumstances of the recipient may aggravate the 
degree to which the harm/wrongdoing was received. This recipient-relativity is used to show 
how there can never be a universal formula for apologies as different people demand different 
forms of apologies and compensations (AA Renteln 73). While Renteln never goes to the 
extreme of advocating for a negative stance on apology as others have, she points out this 
feature as one of that which makes the entire process of apology-giving difficult. 
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The degree of wrongdoing also affects the manner in which the apology is to be 
given, and the subsequent acts of compensation.  Leaving the section of subsequent promises 
from an apology for a later discussion, let us tackle the issue of the manner in which the 
apology is to be given.  Apologies are a serious matter and are not everyday, trivial affairs 
comparable to the handing out of serviettes in a food hawker centre.  The case of the 
unfaithful husband in the adulterous case would be more aggravating if during the apology, 
the husband merely tapped his wife’s back and said, “Hey, what can I do.  I’m sorry.”  It 
would even be more problematic if in the raped daughter case, Jack just shrugged his shoulder 
during his testimony and addressed the mother of the victim with the words, “Well, what 
happened, happened. Your daughter was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, I guess. 
Sorry for that.” 
This brings out the fourth point wherein part of the apology contains the expression 
not only that the act is recognised to be wrong and has caused harm, but that the person 
himself or herself is remorseful for it.  This means that s/he admits that they wish that s/he 
didn’t do the act in the first place. Apologies that start off with “I’m sorry…” but then 
continue to pass the responsibility of the act to other circumstances, or in the worst case, the 
victims themselves, cannot really be considered as apologies.  Imagine the tragedy of 
reasoning if in the lipstick case, Amy told Susie, “You shouldn’t have lent me the lipstick in 
the first place. You knew I’m bad at taking care of borrowed items.”   
The fifth point is that the recipient and the agent of the wrongdoing should ideally be 
present when the apology is made.  The emphasis here is on this situation being the “ideal” or 
“paradigm” case.  In our range of cases, cases II and III are ideal cases wherein the harm is 
uncontroversial and both parties were present when the respective apologies were given.  
Between the two, it is case III which is the paradigmatic case as the degree of harm is the 
greatest and does not only involve a loss of personal property. 
So far we have focused on discussion on the agent and recipient of the apologies, the 
recognition of the wrongdoing that was done, and the remorse that accompanies that 
recognition. All of these are backward-looking aspects of an apology. But apologies should 
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also include forward-looking aspects that reflect a sincere understanding of the damage and 
effects of the wrongdoing, and the desire to not repeat it in the future.  This helps determine 
whether an apology is truly a genuine apology or one wherein the agent is “merely 
apologising”, i.e., expressing the words “I’m sorry” without expressing remorse for the act, 
and without ensuring that such an act will not be repeated in the future. 
The last point is that apologies should go further than T2 through the inclusion of a 
promise not to repeat the wrongdoing in the future.  If the recognition and remorse are 
genuine, the agent has to see to it that he or she will not repeat the wrongdoing.  This promise 
is what makes apology a difficult, non-trivial, non-everyday affair.  The promise has to be 
accompanied by concrete actions and the setting up of conditions that minimise the possibility 
of event X. 
In our adulterous case, Bryan’s apology, if it were truly genuine, should include the 
promise of severing ties with his mistress and being faithful to Mary. This should further be 
accompanied with concrete actions such as changing his mobile number, barring calls or any 
form of contact with the woman, attending couple counselling sessions, etc.  If Bryan 
apologises to Mary and afterwards continues with the affair, then his apology is insincere or 
non-genuine.  A genuine apology includes the desire to never repeat the wrongdoing again.  If 
one is truly sorry for having an adulterous affair or for having killed someone, the desire not 
to repeat it should be a motivating guideline for all future cases.  In our Jack case, his apology 
would be highly suspect if it amounted to something like, “I’m sorry for this particular 
instance of killing but I do not care if I kill others in the future.” 
Our discussion thus far helps clarify the difference between a genuine apology and 
what for our purposes we shall call “mere apologising”. “Mere apologising” is the act of 
giving an apology and expressing the words “I’m sorry” but lack one or all of the components 
mentioned above: the recognition of the wrongdoing done, the expression of remorse from the 
wrongdoing, the expression of the act(s) of reparation/compensation for the wrongdoing 
done, and the promise not to do the wrongful act in the future. 
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The three objections: The /on-Actor Objection 
Cases IV to VI present different situations where one of or both the recipient and the 
agent is/are not present during the time of the apology.  These are the cases where 
interpersonal apology are not required or if they are given, supposedly unjustified. In this 
section, we shall classify the objections raised against giving apologies for cases that fall 
under this range.  
The first objection centres on the agent of the wrongdoing. Let us state is as follows: 
When the agent of the wrongdoing is no longer alive after T1, no one else can 
make the apology in his/her place.  This is because as the expression of 
remorse is a necessary element of an apology, no one can express the remorse 
that the agent would have expressed had s/he been alive in T2. If this 
particular type of remorse is not present, then apologies are meaningless. 
Let us call this the NON-ACTOR OBJECTION (NAO).  This objection comes from 
the following premise: only an agent can make a meaningful apology for the harm that has 
been caused.  Once the agent is no longer capable of making the apology or the agent refuses 
to do so, then no apology can be given. 
This argument seems to make perfect sense in the following situation.  Let us say in 
the adulterous case, it is not Bryan who makes the apology but somebody else.  Let us 
suppose that rather than Bryan giving the apology, it is the couple’s butler Steve who 
apologises to Mary.  It thus seems rather absurd and senseless for Steve to suddenly apologise 
to Mary for Bryan’s infractions.  Steve’s apology on Bryan’s behalf would mean no more 
than an apology by a man on the street to Mary.  Mary can very well say, “You jolly well 
know that you had nothing to do with it.” 
But perhaps Steve is not the ideal representative for these types of apologies.  While 
certainly connected to Bryan and Mary by virtue of his employment, Steve has no authority or 
credibility to speak on behalf of one or the other.  There is no relation, apart from one of 
employment, that exists between Steve and Bryan in such a manner as to lend his apology any 
credibility or authority.  But let us suppose an apologiser which has a stronger relation to 
Bryan than that of employment. Let us suppose that Bryan’s mother, Agnes, apologises on 
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Bryan’s behalf. Is the apology meaningless? In this Agnes variation of the case as it was in 
the case of Steve, the apology on Bryan’s behalf is meaningless because Bryan is still capable 
of giving the apology (he just refuses to). 
But let us propose a third modification in our story. Let us suppose that after the 
discovery of his adulterous affair, Bryan dies without having apologised to Mary (regardless 
of his desire to apologise to her). In this Bryan-dies variation, two apologies are given: one 
from Steve and the other from Agnes. In this case, Agnes’ apology is more justified than 
Steve’s because Agnes and Bryan (and Mary by extension) belong to a family unit – a group 
which is assumed to uphold certain norms such as caring for each other’s welfare. Bryan’s 
infidelity is a violation of the care for each other’s well being that a family unit strives to 
uphold. Agnes’ apology assures Mary that the group is interested in helping her move on. 
Steve’s employment is not enough for him to be included in this group, regardless of his 
desire to help Mary move on. 
We see this situation more clearly in the second serial killer case where rather than 
the agent of the wrongdoing giving the apology, it is the father of the killer who makes the 
apology (in this case to the relatives of the victims). This apology made by the next of kin of 
the agent of wrongdoing is a meaningful apology. However, it has to be emphasised that this 
apology is not of the same degree as an apology made by the agent himself/herself. This is 
because the most a member of a group, such as a next-of-kin, can express in the apology is a 
“regret” towards the harm/wrongdoing that was caused to the recipient (or the recipient’s 
family). This next-of-kin type apologies can never express the “remorse” that is only possible 
to come from the agent of the harm/wrongdoing. 
 
The Recipient Dilemma 
The non-actor objection raises a corollary objection, this time from the side of the 
recipient.  The question of a justified apology is raised when the recipient is no longer present 
when the apology is made.  Clearly in cases IV – VI, none of the recipients of the harm were 
present as all of them have been killed.  But does this mean that no apology should be given 
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then?  Let us call this the NO-RECIPIENT OBJECTION or the RECIPIENT DILEMMA.  It 
takes the following form:  An apology is not required in cases where the recipient(s) of the 
harm in T1 is/are no longer present in T2.   
This objection seems to make perfect sense as it seems absurd to give an apology to 
someone who was not the recipient of the wrongdoing.  Again if we modify the elements of 
the adulterous case, we shall see where this argument is coming from.  Let us suppose that 
after the discovery of the affair, Mary meets an unfortunate accident and dies. Bryan, now 
feeling remorseful, apologises to Steve, our aforementioned and unfortunately occasionally 
embroiled butler.  People who may have heard of this would then ask why should he is 
apologising to Steve.  Steve wasn’t the one who was hurt by Bryan’s extramarital affair.  
Steve wasn’t the one to whom Bryan made marriage vows to, promising a life of fidelity and 
faithfulness.  It wasn’t Steve’s trust to Bryan that was shattered with this revelation and it is 
not Steve’s trust to Bryan that Bryan has to regain (or at least had to before the fatal accident). 
Now that Mary is dead, Bryan is no longer required to apologise to anyone. 
Margaret Urban Walker whose theory of apologies as instruments for moral repair we 
shall discuss in more detail in chapter four, believes that this interpretation of the objection 
makes it too easy for agents of harm to escape the need to make an apology (MR 164).  It 
even seems to give agents of wrongdoing an incentive to eliminate their victims in order to 
avoid having to make an apology in the future. Analogous to the actor-dependent extremism 
presented in the NAO, the recipient dilemma presents the other extremism of recipient-
dependency. What can be said is, the recipient of the apology is ideally the recipient of the 
wrongdoing. If the recipient of the wrongdoing is no longer present, who then is warranted to 
receive the apology on the recipient’s behalf? 
In the adultery case above, perhaps rather than apologising to Steve after Mary’s 
death, Bryan can apologise to Mary’s relatives, specifically her parents, Tiffany and Elmo. 
This apology is itself justifiable because as Mary’s parents, both Tiffany and Elmo were also 
harmed (albeit indirectly) by Bryan’s infidelity.  But if Mary’s parents were indirectly 
harmed, there is still a recipient of the harm and does not answer our non-recipient dilemma.  
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The question to be asked is, is it meaningful to sincerely apologise even if the recipient (direct 
or otherwise) is no longer present?  
There are some acts that are meaningful to do even in the absence of a particular 
person or group. We can see that there is a set of acts which are done even in the absence of a 
recipient.  Honouring our dead relatives, heroes or noble presidents are examples of having a 
meaningful action that does not require the recipient to be present.  If such acts are 
permissible, then why can we not allow apologies the same leeway?  One may object and say 
that apologies are meant to help the victim move on and that an apology without a recipient 
helps no one. But again, this puts apology in the recipient-dependent extreme where it is only 
about the harmed recipient’s needs. An apology also has benefits for the agent of the 
wrongdoing as it may be an opportunity for the agent to move on with his/her life. 
From the foregoing, an apology may be made to those who have been indirectly 
harmed by the agent, in the absence of the direct recipient of the harm. If the direct recipient 
is still present in T2, the apology must be made towards him/her/them. Like the limitation on 
the non-actor objection, let us make a limitation on the recipient objection:  An apology 
should be directed to the recipient of the harm except in cases where the patient is no longer 
capable of receiving such an apology.
12
  In these exceptions, an apology can be given to a 
person or persons who have been indirectly harmed by the act.  If neither the direct nor the 
indirect wronged recipients are present, apologies may still be validly expressed by the agent 
of the harm. 
Notice that for both our limitations on the reply to the non-actor objection and the 
recipient dilemma, what we are saying is that apologies can be made by a person other than 
the agent or that they can be given to a person other than the patient.  We are not saying that 
they should be, rather that they are allowed given some conditions.   
 
 
                                                        
12
 This is why we didn’t consider the case where Bryan apologises to Tiffany and Elmo when Mary is 
still alive – cases where the apology is given to someone else other than a living recipient of the 
wrongdoing. 
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The impossibility of complete restoration 
During our enumeration of the elements of a genuine apology, we mentioned that it 
included the promise not to repeat the wrongdoing in the future. This point on the 
minimisation of future occurrences of X (or the maximisation of the possibility for ~ X) 
brings a related issue concerning actions after the apology has been made.  This is on the 
issue of the reparation or restitution of the recipient’s status ante X or prior to the event of the 
harm.  Case II demonstrate that there are some qualities or properties that are easily restored 
after a sincere apology has been made.  Amy could replace the lipstick she borrowed from 
Susie by buying her a new one. She could also later find the lipstick in her handbag and return 
it to Susie.  Cases IV – VI present different situation because they involve the loss of trust or 
the loss of lives.  It is clear that apologies are insufficient to bring back the life of the 
murdered victims in cases IV to VI.     
It would seem that it is easier to repair relations when the harm involves a loss of 
property or quality that is easily restored once the apology has been made.  It is far more 
difficult in cases where the apology is insufficient to restore the original state.  This raises the 
issue of the IMPOSSIBILITY OF COMPLETE RESTORATION.  This objection is as 
follows:  
Even after an apology has been made, the relation between the two parties 
can never be restored to its original state.  Therefore, apologies are 
meaningless activities as they are incapable of restoring the original trust that 
exists between the two persons.13 
 
While the issue raised by this objection is valid, i.e., that the original relation between 
two parties can never be restored to its original state, it overstates its case by assuming that 
the restoration of the original state is the sole purpose of apologies.  While apologies ideally 
aid in the restoration of a certain level of trust that enables both parties to move forward, it is 
but one of the many possible effects an apology can have.  In other words, even if apologies 
                                                        
13
 See Jean-Marc Coicaud and Jibecke Jonsson in “Elements of a Road Map for a Politics of Apology” 
in AA 77-99. “Nevertheless, this does not mean that all is well in the interpersonal relationship (after 
an apology is made). For the victim, pain may persist, allowing resentment toward the wrongdoer to be 
present and like to surface on occasions. As for the issuer of the apology, the fact that the apology is 
accepted, although it may reduce the sense of guilt, does not (and should not) eliminate it. A sense of 
awkwardness is therefore prone to be a permanent feature of the interpersonal relationship.” (AA 80) 
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do not restore the original trust between two individuals, the act of giving an apology is still 
meaningful.  
The thrust of the line of argument of the impossible repair objection, or at least as it 
has been presented here, is that having failed to restore the original state (either the original 
state of trust, friendship or original set of characteristics that the relationship had prior to the 
act of wrongdoing), apologies are meaningless.  But returning to the original state is 
impossible.  It is unattainable even in cases where the victim accepts the apology and forgives 
the other person.  There is no reset button for relationships where everyone can start off from 
a clean slate as everyone uses their previous experiences (events of harm included) as 
resources to guide future decisions and actions. 
 
C. The jointly necessary and sufficient conditions for interpersonal apologies 
 
In this chapter, we have attempted to dissect the necessary and sufficient conditions 
for a genuine apology.  In summary, we argue that the paradigmatic case of interpersonal 
apology contains the following elements: 
 
 at least two individuals (p and q) where one is the recipient and the other the 
agent 
 a wrongdoing that was done to one party at a particular time or period of time 
(T1); this is called event X 
 the apology given in T2 where T2 = T1+n and n is a specific temporal duration  
 
Interpersonal apologies are justified when the following jointly necessary and 
sufficient conditions obtain: 
 
Z1 – p is the cause of event X at T1 
Z2 – Event γ caused person q wrongdoing in a non-trivial degree 
 
The act of interpersonal apology (iα) between p and q during T2 requires the 
following: 
A. Recognition that a wrongdoing has been committed 
B. Remorse for the wrongdoing that has been committed 
C. Expression of apology 
D. Promise that X will not happen again (~X) in the future (T3) 
E. Reparation or restitution of person q’s status ante X if possible 
  
We further make the following notes to our jointly necessary and sufficient conditions: 
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a. A is non-problematic unless event X is a controversial issue 
 
b. B is the emotional component that is a necessary condition to make an 
apology sincere; i.e., without B, apologies are only self-serving and therefore, 
insincere and meaningless 
 
c. C is expressed by p to q; the formula of the expression usually contains A, B, 
and D 
 
d. D is a promise that event X will not happen again  
 
e. E is controversial as some have argued that it is impossible to fulfil unless 
ante X is a property that q can obtain through p’s endowment (return of a 
stolen item, etc.); E is more problematic if it involves a non-material good 
(innocence, virginity, etc.);  This is why E raises the issue of impossibility of 
complete restoration 
 
f. In response to the non-actor objection, we submit that: Only an agent can 
make a meaningful apology for the harm that is caused except in cases where 
the agent is no longer capable of giving this apology.  In these exceptions, a 
person who is part of the unit group to which the agent belongs may make an 
apology, although this apology would be of a different nature.14 
 
g. In response to the recipient dilemma, we submit that:  An apology should be 
directed to the recipient of the harm except in cases where the patient is no 
longer capable of receiving such an apology.  In these exceptions, an apology 
should be given to a person or persons who are part of the unit group to 
which the victim of the wrongdoing belongs to.  In the extreme case of the 
absence of members of such a group, the agent of the harm may still validly 
express his or her apology. 
 
                                                        
14
 It would be one which expresses “regret” that X has happened rather than one which expresses 
“remorse” for causing the act. 
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 III – FROM INTERPERSONAL TO POLITICAL: 





In the previous chapter, we have tried to lay out the topography of interpersonal 
apologies. We saw that in an interpersonal apology between p and q, a set of jointly necessary 
and sufficient conditions must obtain to give a genuine apology.  The general move that is 
made by proponents of political apology is to build up a theoretical structure upon this 
foundation of interpersonal apologies.  This chapter discusses the basic strategy in such a 
proposed transition and the objections that are levelled against them.   
 
A.  The shift from Interpersonal to Political 
 
The shift to political apologies seems to be naturally facilitated by the replacement of 
the state or a group of persons to one or both of the participants in the interpersonal paradigm.  
The two individuals, agent p and recipient q, are replaced by the state (p') and/or a group of 
people (q').  The most basic form of the shift happens when 
 The state (p')  takes the place of person p, the agent of the wrongdoing 
 
 An individual or a group of people (q') takes the place of person q, the 
subject/recipient of the wrongdoing 
 
 The apology is demanded or given at a specific time T2  
 
So instead of a case between Bryan and Mary, or the criminals and their victims, it 
becomes a case between the State of California and disenfranchised minorities, or the Nazi 
government and the group of Jews in Europe.  While it is certainly possible to cast our 
characters as members of other non-state institutions such as the Catholic Church and the 
Church of England, or the Islamic association of Bagdhad and the Hindi collective in Kolkata, 
this thesis will primarily deal with the relation of state actors to either individuals or groups. 
Next, the same jointly necessary and sufficient conditions are then transposed to the 
political apology scenario such that they become as follows: 
Z1 – p' is the cause of event X at T1 
Z2 – Event X caused a wrongdoing to q' 
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 Thus we would end up with a theory for political apology (α') at T2 that contains: 
 
A΄   Recognition of p' that a wrong has been committed 
B΄   Remorse of p' for the wrong that has been committed 
C΄   Public expression of apology from p' to q'  
D΄   Promise that X will not happen again (~X) in the future (T3) 
E΄   Possible reparation or restitution of q' ’s status ante X 
 
It would initially seem that our transposition of the jointly necessary and sufficient 
conditions from the interpersonal paradigm to the political one is a problem-free enterprise.  
There seems to be no inherent problem in using the same conditions for apologies between 
two individuals to apologies between a state, which is made up of several individuals, to a 
subset of that group. 
However, a lot of people are sceptical of the abovementioned method.  According to 
them, groups and political entities are incapable of making a genuine apology.  The following 
cases may help clarify the critical objections that are raised against such an automatic 
transposition. 
Since a group is made up of several individuals, each of whom are free to choose and 
are responsible for their actions, there is no consensus on how the responsibility for a group 
action is to be assigned and/or distributed.  In the long drawn debate about freedom and 
responsibility, most theorists would agree that except in extraordinary cases, each one is 
responsible for one’s actions. However groups such as political entities and states are made 
up individuals other than killers, Bill’s, Bryan’s and tyrannical rulers. Usually, when a state is 
asked to apologise for a specific wrongdoing that has been done in the past, the state as a 
political entity is being asked to apologise. 
Secondly, as a group is composed of individual entities, how would the recognition of 
the wrong and the expression of the wrong be accounted for?  In interpersonal apologies, one 
only needs the agent of the wrongdoing to acknowledge his/her mistake, express remorse 
towards the victim, and make the apology. But states are made up of freely thinking 
individuals who may or may not think that an apology is required or who think that even if 
wrongdoing was made in the past, the current generation has no business trying to make an 
apology. Even in the recent apology made by the government of Australia, there were a 
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sizable number of the population and members of the government’s opposition who were 
against the apology. On the same day that the apology was made in February 13, 2008, 
opposition leader Dr Brendan Nelson expressed his hesitation in endorsing the apology saying 
“Our generation does not own these actions, nor should it feel guilt for what was done in 
many, but certainly not all cases, with the best intentions.”15 
 
B.  The problem with political apologies 
 
Dr Nelson’s objection is one of the many objections raised against political apologies. 
What we are looking for is a coherent and consistent theory that is robust enough to be able to 
address the different concerns that are raised by different cases.   
Let us now discuss three specific cases where a political apology is given: 
I. Racism – Country Z engaged in a systematic discrimination against a subgroup, Y, 
where Y’s members were denied their basic rights. Years later, Country Z apologises 
to the surviving members of Y, and promises the systematic discrimination will not 
happen again. 
II. Genocide I - Country A attempted to exterminate a subgroup of its population, group 
B. Several decades later, A (with the same set of leaders) apologises to the relatives 
and descendants of group Beta, including offering compensation and promising that 
the genocide will not happen again. 
III. Genocide II – Similar to Genocide I, except that the apology and compensation given 
several decades later, is given by a different government, one with leaders who were 
not responsible for the genocide. 
 
 
In our three examples, it is the Racism case which is paradigmatic as it involves the 
presence of both the original agent and recipient of the wrongdoing. But as not all cases fall 
under this category, we are tasked to resolve the concerns from similar objections that were 
raised in the previous chapter: The non-actor objection, the recipient dilemma, and the 
impossibility of complete restoration. In the final section, we will also detail the issue of 
compensation, the compensation worry, which seems to be entangled with the issue of 
political apologies itself. 
The first objection, the non-actor objection, can be drawn from Genocide II.  In 
Genocide II, we have a state who is willing to accept responsibility for previous wrongdoings. 
                                                        
15
 http://www.theage.com.au/news/national/fury-over-nelsons-sorry-
reply/2008/02/13/1202760367682.html  April 15, 2010 
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However, not all states are as willing. Some political entities that have been faced with calls 
to apologise for previous administration’s wrongdoings have flatly refused, insisting that this 
current generation of leaders and citizenry are not responsible for acts done generations ago, 
in T1. 
Part of the objection’s force is its capacity to stave a possible slippery slope 
argument.  If states are made to apologise for the events of a previous regime, events which 
this current administration, its representatives and majority of its constituents had nothing to 
do with, then there is nothing to prevent other people from asking the state to apologise for 
other misdeeds no matter how far back they are in the state’s history.  Just as it seems 
unjustified for some individual to suddenly come up to your house and say that you must 
apologise for something your ancient ancestors did to them or his own ancient ancestors 
centuries ago, assuming for the sake of argument that such connections are empirically 
verifiable and undisputable, so it is unjustified for a state to apologise for events that it did not 
directly cause. 
Furthermore, if the state has indeed changed its ideology and operating principles of 
governance, then the current state in T2 is no longer the same state that perpetrated the act in 
T1.  If part of the thing that determines an identity of a state is the principles of governance 
that it employs, then the current state is a different state altogether (State R).  Since the state 
that caused the act in T1 was p' and we identified this current state as a different entity, (R), 
then it is impossible to fulfil the requirement of Z1, that p' be the cause of event X at T1.  
This supposed non-identity with p' also seems to present a problem when it comes to 
fulfilling the requirements for B – that there be an expression of remorse by p' for the wrong 
that has been committed.  Even if we substitute R for p', the state is incapable of expressing 
the remorse that p' would have expressed as R is not the cause of the wrongdoing.  The most 
that a state can express is “regret” that such a thing happened but it can never express the 
remorse that can only be expressed by the agent of the action.  
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In the text of the Apology to the Stolen Generations16 given by the Australian 
government, while the government apologises for the wrongdoing and the effects in had on an 
entire generation of “kidnapped” children, the government did not express the apology as the 
“agent” of the wrongdoing. In fact, the text is very specific as to who the agents of those 
wrongdoings were “previous parliaments and governments” (Ibid.). This current government 
expressed regret that such things happened and is now taking a significant step in repairing 
the damaged relations with the native Australians. Part of the apprehension from opposition 
members such as Dr Nelson came from disagreeing that “regret” was enough to warrant an 
apology from the government. Dr Nelson and the opposition party were coming from the 
stricter definition of apology which was one which originated from a sentiment of remorse 
from the agent of the wrongdoing. 
In summary, the non-actor objection is as follows: 
a. States are only responsible for things they (through their leaders and 
representatives) directly and wilfully cause. 
b. Apologies can only be given by someone who is responsible for the event 
taking place. 
c. Event X was caused by the previous state (p΄) not this current one (R). 
d. From (a), (b) and (c), apologies from state R regarding X is unjustified. 
 
At this point, anti-political apologists reinforce the non-actor objection with another 
argument which shall be referred to as the non-continuity principle for political states.  
This principle proposes that states are different political entities when at least one of the 
following obtains: 
a) leadership change – that key leaders of authority have been replaced 
b) ideology change – that the principles of governance have been changed 
c) constituency change – that the majority of constituents of the original 
political entity have been replaced 
 
This non-continuinity principle for political states has as part of its premise the notion 
that current states are only identical to their present leaders, their governing ideology and/or 
their constituents.  A replacement of one or all of the items entails the creation of a different 
entity.  Anyone who argues against political apologies using the non-actor objection have to 
                                                        
16 http://www.abc.net.au/news/events/apology/text.htm 20 April 2009 
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appeal to this principle in order to save the current state from being asked to be responsible 
for infractions done by their predecessors. 
But if we were to accept the full implication of the non-actor objection, then the range 
of cases for political apologies will be severely limited.  It would seem that apologies are only 
required of currently existing, operative and event X-causing states.  Germany should have 
apologised during the time of Hitler, France during Napoleon’s, and Iraq during Saddam 
Hussein’s.  While some people will naturally feel averse to this suggestion as it seems to 
provide an easy way out for perpetrators of injustice, any sound theory of political apology 
must address the reasonable force of the objection:  Why should states apologise for events 
that their current leaders or administrators have not caused? 
If the non-actor objection arises from a consideration of the agent of the wrongdoing, 
the second major objection focuses on the recipients, which is why it is known as the 
Recipient Dilemma. This objection stems from the fact that in some cases where a state has 
committed harm at event X, at a certain time, T1, only those who have been directly harmed 
have a right to seek redress and apology from the state at a later time, T2.  As the state harmed 
a number of individuals during event X, only those individuals may demand a political 
apology from the state. 
This objection arises from cases similar to the first genocide case.  In cases such as 
these, the ones that seek a political apology are not the recipients of the harm in T1.  A 
political apology (α') is demanded at a time, T2, where q', the original recipients of the harm 
is no longer present.  Formally stated, the objection states that: a political apology α' is 
impossible at any time when q' no longer exists.   
Again the force of the argument becomes clearer when we consider the case of 
someone seeking redress from a transgression that was not done to him or her.  Turning the 
tables on our door-knocking apology seeker earlier, let us suppose that a person caused a 
wrongdoing to one’s classmates during junior college in Singapore.  Why would someone 
from a junior college in another country suddenly b
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But this example is a strawman because in contrast to relatives of the recipient of the 
wrongdoing in event X, an apology seeker from another country is not part of the group or 
unit to which the recipient of the harm at T1 belongs.  Any robust theory of political apology 
will have to explain why in the absence of q', an apology is owed even to members of the 
group to which q' belongs. 
An analogous worry to the non-actor objection is also worth mentioning here.  It 
would seem that the recipient’s dilemma allows for the easy escape of leaders of injustice.  As 
long as there are no currently living recipients of the harm, then no case can be made for a 
justified apology.  In other words, proponents of political apology argue that the absence of q' 
or the group to which q' belongs is no excuse from demanding an apology.  Walker argues 
that apart from the recipients of the harm, any act of wrongdoing by the state also indirectly 
harms the state itself because it violates the relationship of trust on which societies are built 
(MR 29 – 31). Part of the list of responsibilities of communities is the “reiteration of the 
standards that have been contravened and the reassertion of their authority, at least if the 
wrongdoing has put the standards or their authority in question” (Ibid.). We shall examine this 
position in detail when we discuss Walker’s theory on justifying political apologies in the 
next chapter. 
The last objection to the possibility of political apologies deals with the end for which 
political apologies are meant to accomplish.  It is known as the Impossibility of Complete 
Restoration argument.  This argument states that even if political apologies were made, they 
have little or no significance as they are incapable of realising E΄ – the restoration of q'’s 
status ante X .17  No apology will be able to restore the loss of life that was caused by the state 
in T1.  The dead populace remain in their inanimate state.  Even for the survivors of the 
massacre in T1, no apology will be able to restore their trust in a government who 
systematically ordered the slaughter of a particular group from its populace.   
This final objection is the strongest of all objections, not because it automatically 
means that political apologies are meaningless once a wrongdoing has occurred. It is the 
                                                        
17 See quoted reference from AA Renteln 70 in the introduction. 
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strongest of all objections because it argues that even in cases where the apology is sincere, 
where the agent of the wrongdoing is earnest in its desire to express its remorse, and where 
compensation for victims is willingly given, it may all be for nothing – there is no restoration 
of trust that exists prior to the wrongdoing, relationships are not mended, and people feel that 
the entire enterprise was useless. Roy Brook cites examples in his book When Sorry Isn’t 
Enough: The Controversy over Apologies and Reparations for Human Injustice, where even 
in the face of national movements to face up to a dark past, and generous compensation 
packages to the victims or direct descendants, “people do not move on” and the entire nation 
questions the “burdensome exercise” that their government has put them through. 
 
C.  The Compensation Worry 
 
A related worry to all three objections is what we shall call the Compensation 
Worry that is raised by all three cases.  The worry is outlined as follows: 
a. It is not unusual for recipients of the wrongdoing, friends and relatives of 
recipients of wrongdoing, or even advocacy groups to demand some form of 
compensation from the wrongdoing that was caused by event X. 
 
b. However, it is not altogether clear (a) how the compensation is to be justly 
acquired from the members of the political entity (non-actor objection); (b) 
who are justified in receiving the compensation (recipient dilemma); and (c) 
whether the compensation fulfills its goal of repairing the relationship that 
was damaged (impossibility of complete restoration). 
 
The issue of compensation has always been entangled with the issue of political 
apology as both sides of the demand – the political entity and the special group demanding 
the apology, are never on the same page with regard to this matter.  Those who demand the 
apology demand that apart from the public expression of remorse and the institutional reforms 
that must ensue from the apology process, a specific compensation usually in terms of 
monetary issuances or the return of a specific property or title, should also take place.  This 
has led others to react with an extreme cynicism towards the entire apology-demanding 
exercise, viewing it as a money making enterprise on the part of those who demand it. 
The first issue raised by the compensation worry is the nature of the compensation 
and the willingness of the agent/state to offer it. Governments who usually refuse to make the 
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apology do so because they fear that once an apology has been made, they will be legally 
bound to provide such compensation to the victims, relatives or advocates. Bilder says that a 
state that has apologised has “weakened its legal position and exposed itself to liability in 
future negotiations or litigation.” (AA Bilder, 26). Bilder observes that what states have done 
is to deny full responsibility for the wrongdoing, and make any payment it offers is identified 
as ex gratia or “humanitarian” payment rather than compensation or reparation (Ibid.) 
In the Australian Stolen Generation case, part of the refusal of the previous 
administrations to offer an apology was because they were afraid the apology would be used 
for compensation purposes, i.e., that the government would be asked to financially 
compensate the survivors and descendants of the Stolen Generation.18 This practical worry 
influenced the eventual apology’s lack of mention of any compensation to the victims of the 
Stolen Generation.  
Jeremy Waldron sees compensation as something which may be superseded by 
current concerns of justice.
19
 The rectification of past wrongs is dependent on present day 
circumstances. Michael Freeman notes that Waldron  
argues that historical injustice may be superseded if circumstances change... 
If doing justice now conflicts with repairing historical injustice, doing justice 
now should trump reparative justice. This does not mean that rectifying past 
injustice is never appropriate, but that entitlements that fade with time, 
counterfactuals that are impossible to verify, and njustices that are overtaken 
by circumstances complicate the simple principle that, if something was 
wrongly taken, it must be right to give it back. (AA Freeman, 55) 
The second issue that is raised by the compensation worry is the set of recipients to 
whom the compensation is to be given. While compensation seems more justified to direct 
                                                        
18 Australia’s former Prime Minister John Howard emphatically refused offering an apology saying 
“this current generation cannot be made accountable for the crimes of the past.” Howard went so far as 
to question whether the policy was a wrongdoing in the first place: “The history of white settlement in 
Australia was not one of imperialism, exploitation and racism.” See 
http://www.albionmonitor.com/9706a/ausapology.html April 2009. During his entire term, the most the 
Aborigines got out of Howard was him expressing “regret” at what happened to the Aborigines. But 
even then, he was quick to qualify the expression of regret saying, “it doesn't have any legal effect, no, 
and it's not meant to. It's meant to be an expression of national sentiment and a deliberative 
acknowledgement of what occurred but in the context of it being not a legally binding thing. I mean the 
question of whether rights have been infringed is a matter for the law and the courts, not for the 
Parliament in something like this.” <http://www.abc.net.au/am/stories/s47078.htm> 20 April 2009 
19
 See Jeremy Waldron, “Superseding Historical Injustice” in Ethics, Vol. 103, No. 1 (Oct., 1992), pp. 
4-28 
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recipients of the wrongdoing (q΄), it seems less justified to be given to relatives and even less 
justified given to advocates of the apology, i.e., those who are demanding the apology based 
on idealism.  This also raises the third issue from the compensation worry which is the 
problem of what the victims themselves consider as “appropriate” compensation for the 
wrongdoing, and the compensation’s lack to help the victims move on.20 
In this chapter, we have tried to lay out the jointly necessary and sufficient conditions 
for a political apology (α΄).  We have seen how the shift from individuals to a political entity 
or groups is not a seamless and trouble-free enterprise.  The first issue is with regards to how 
the individual freedom and responsibility of members of the political group affect the 
distribution of the responsibility for the wrongdoing caused.  The question is whether an 
individual’s freedom is enough to dilute any attributed responsibility from the group act.  The 
second issue is with regards to the degree of consensus from the political body with regard to 
the political apology.  How much and how far should the state engage in consensus building 
in order for the political apology to be considered a genuine one and not superimposed by a 
possibly overly sensitive leader?   
In the second part, we discussed the main objections that are raised against political 
apologies in general.  The non-actor objection argues that if a state has changed its 
leadership, political ideals and/or constituency, it cannot be called to task for the errors that 
have been done by a previous one.  The recipient dilemma highlights the related issues of 
giving the apology to those who were not the recipients of the wrongdoing in event.  The 
impossibility of complete restoration insists that no amount of apology is capable of 
restoring the set of properties that q΄ had ante T1.  Lastly, the compensation worry details the 
possibly unjust and politically trying business of tying apologies to the act of giving a 
monetary or property-based compensation. 
 
 
                                                        
20
 See Alexis Dunden’s 2008 book, Troubled Apologies among Japan, Korea, and the United States, 
Columbia University Press for a discussion on the difficulty of reconciling victims’ different demands 
for compensation. 
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In the previous chapters, we have seen how the groundwork for interpersonal 
apologies provide the basic foundation for political apologies.  We have also seen how this 
shift from interpersonal to political is not without its own set of problems and issues.  We 
have identified three of those key objections as the following:  the non-actor objection, the 
recipient dilemma and the impossibility of complete restoration.  Keeping those issues in 
mind, let us now proceed to examine two theories of political apologies as presented by Janna 
Thompson and Margaret Urban Walker. 
While these two thinkers did not directly address those three objections in the manner 
and order in which we have presented them, their theories are nonetheless aware of the 
problems they pose.  Both attempt to circumvent the objections by proposing an alternative 
view of the political community which is more than the basic freedom and rights pairing of 
their liberal counterparts.  In this chapter, we shall attempt to present their theories in order to 
see why they argue that political apologies are not only justified, they are also necessary. 
The uniqueness in Thompson’s and Walker’s approaches to the question of political 
apologies stem from their fundamental view of the nature and purpose of political entities and 
communities they immediately identify as nation-states or societies. While they do not mean 
to say that only nation-states are the only examples of political entities and in Walker’s case, 
“moral communities”, nation-states present the most tractable example of communities 
because they possess the “transgenerational” quality and the “network of trust based on 
shared standards” that Thompson and Walker, respectively see as requisites for any 
meaningful political apology. For Thompson, it is a fact that most states have persisted over 
several generations and based on their forward-looking legislations and international treaties, 
intend to continue beyond the current generation.
21
 Walker sees the process of moral repair as 
                                                        
21
 Thompson thinks that political anti-realists overstate the problem of states being incapable of making 
a promise for future generations – a key requirement in her elements of a political apology. 
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critical to a community’s “continued evaluation and reaffirmation or transformation” of its 
shared standards and ideals.  
While most theorists contextualise political apologies in the precedent-laden sphere 
of international law22, or the choice-respecting framework of liberal theory23, the two thinkers 
situate it in the broader and ongoing communal process of restorative justice24 (Thompson)  
and moral repair
25
 (Walker).  Both attempt to situate the discussion beyond the insistence on 
the rule of law or the priority of rights.  They see political apologies as part of an ongoing 
process and dialogue which the entire state, members and all, has to engage in.  Furthermore, 
they both emphasise two different but related concepts about the political entity that makes 
the political apology.  Thompson’s insistence on the importance of restorative and 
intergenerational justice, and Walker’s championing of the trust that binds moral communities 
are key concepts that enable them to argue for political apologies.  In this chapter, we shall 
attempt to understand their theories before going on to see how to make them more robust 
against the criticisms levelled against them. 
 
A.  Janna Thompson and transgenerational polities 
 
Due to her experience as an advocate for continuing dialogue with the Aboriginal 
Australians in her home country, Janna Thompson has become a key figure in the justification 
of a theory of political apologies.  In her contribution to The Age of Apology – Facing up to 
the Past, Thompson gives a definition of political apology as follows: 
A political apology is an official apology given by a representative of a state, 
corporation, or other organised group to victims, or descendants of victims, 
for injustices committed by the group’s officials or members. (AA Thompson 
31) 
 
                                                        
22 See Richard Bilder’s chapter in AA entitled “The Role of Apology in International Law”, and Nick 
Smith’s 2008 book I Was Wrong: The Meanings of Apologies, Cambridge University Press.  
23
 See Joel Feinberg’s Doing and Deserving, Princeton: Princeton University Press 1970, Michael 
Freeman’s “Historical Injustice and Liberal political Theory” in AA, pp. 45-60, and Waldron’s 
“Superseding Historical Injustice” in Ethics 103 (1): 4-28. 
24
 See Thompson’s “Apology, Justice, and Respect: A Critical Defense of Political Apology” in AA, 
pp. 31-44, and Taking responsibility for the Past: Reparation and Historical Injustice, Cambridge 
University Press: 1992. 
25 See Walker’s Moral Repair 
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World history is wrought with examples where leaders have refused to apologise for 
the past mistakes or have come short of apologising for them.  U.S. President Bill Clinton was 
willing to apologise to the Native Hawaiians for the U.S.’ incursion into their territory and to 
the people of Guatemala for America’s role in repression and political violence, but regarded 
an apology for slavery inappropriate.  In the U.K., then Prime Minister Tony Blair apologised 
for the failures during the Irish potato famine, but refused to apologise for the citizens of the 
Middle East or Africa for the systematic discrimination during British colonial rule.   
The resistance to political apologies is not exclusive to those who have been asked to 
give them. They are also being refused by those to whom they are given. Martin McLaughlin, 
known commentator on British politics and international interference, says that official 
apologies are “symbolic and meaningless gestures made by leaders who have no intention of 
avoiding similar acts in the future.”
26
  The Aboriginal leader Patrick Dodson shares that a lot 
of Aboriginal leaders think that Australia’s Stolen Generations apology is a useless symbolic 
act which non-aboriginal Australians do because it would make them feel better even if it 
does nothing to solve the problem of the aboriginal communities (AA Thompson 32) 
But Thompson sees McLaughlin’s and Dodson’s comments as arguing against 
insincere or non-genuine political apologies –i.e, political apologies that do not possess the 
requisite elements of (1) rectifying the ill-effects of the wrongdoing, and (2) ensuring that 
such wrongdoing will no longer happen in the future.27 
Thompson lays out her theory of political apologies by building it upon the concept 
of the trans-generational nature of communities. Political entities such as states, Thompson 
insists, are entities whose existence transcends the lives of individuals who make it up (AA 
Thompson, 37). It is a “transgenerational community” whose members pass on 
responsibilities and entitlements from one generation to another (AA Thompson 38-40).  
For Thompson, the state does not exist in a historical vacuum – temporally detached 
from the events of the past, and unable to make long-term commitments in the future. States 
                                                        
26
 www.socialequality.org.uk/potato.shtml 24 July 2009 
27
 In our previous chapters, we have identified these two elements as part of several necessary and 
sufficient conditions for a genuine apology. 
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have to either maintain the stability and prosperity by a previous government, or address 
issues and problems by their predecessors’ indiscretions or errors in judgment. States have to 
enact its own laws and create conditions such as increasing taxes to reduce the national 
deficit, in order to fulfil long-term commitments such as paying international debt or helping 
another less fortunate country get back up on its feet (AA Thompson 38). 
States are more than just the sum of the individuals that make it up. States have 
identities and obligations that extend beyond the present administration and beyond the 
present constituency.  If individuals in a state and the state officials for that matter were that 
now-centred, the state will not be able to function properly.  For Thompson, it is this nature of 
societies and states as transgenerational polities that makes the continued existence of states 
and the mechanisms for justice and redress such as political apologies, possible. 
The “transgenerational” nature of political entities provides Thompson with the 
resource to argue for political apologies in cases where its leaders and citizens were not the 
cause of the wrongdoing. She says 
A transgenerational polity is able to satisfy the conditions of a genuine 
apology.  It can acknowledge responsibility for past injustices and make a 
commitment to avoid such injustices in the future.  Citizens or leaders may 
not feel remorse for injustices that they are not personally responsible for 
committing.  But this particular sentiment is not required so long as citizens 
are motivated by the existence and value of their transgenerational 
practices… In the case of political apologies it seems enough that citizens 
recognize the moral importance of fulfilling transgenerational obligations.  In 
particular, they should recognise the responsibility of their state, as a 
transgenerational polity to recompense victims for a history of injustice and 
disrespect. (AA Thompson 40)   
Since the transgenerational polity is seen as a continuous entity that spans different 
generations, individuals are capable of taking on the responsibility of correcting the negative 
effects of actions that were done even in the distant past.  This is similar to Ton Van den 
Beld’s argument in his article “Can Collective Responsibility for Perpetrated Evil Persist 
Over Generations?” in Ethical Theory and Moral Practice, when he says that “innocent 
individuals are not guilty of injustice to which they did not contribute, but they may 
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nevertheless have reason to accept responsibility for the actions of the collectivities of which 
they are members” (AA Freeman 49).   
As political entities like the individuals that comprise them are imperfect institutions, 
mistakes are inevitable.  Some mistakes such as choosing the wrong software to record 
birthdates, may bring about consequences that are easily rectified.  But some non-trivial 
mistakes such as racist laws, hostile immigration policies, and state sanctioned torture of 
suspects have effects that intensely persist over time, hampering people’s capacity to choose 
freely and optimally, and causing a profound mistrust for any institution.  Members or 
descendants of a state-sponsored discrimination have less reason to trust and work for and 
with, their government than others leading to a political instability (AA Thompson 39). 
Thompson believes that well-minded people who are made aware of these injustices 
may take steps and cajole their respective states to officially set things right, not because they 
feel guilty or remorseful, but because they see the need for justice as an operative ideal of any 
humane, and just transgenerational society.  
But Thompson also asks, are the collective desires of the individuals that make up a 
state enough to count as a political apology? In other words, if the majority of the polity 
desires that an apology be given, is that already equal to a political apology? For Thompson, 
the aggregate desire of the collective is not tantamount to any political apology as “political 
apologies” are necessarily institutional or official acts of states. She says: 
When Howard refused to make an official apology, some Australian citizens 
signed a statement of apology by adding their names to books of signatures 
made available in public places. Supposing that a majority of the citizens had 
signed these books, this would still not have amounted to a political apology. 
It is not enough that most citizens are apologetic. The act must be an 
institutional one, so must be a commitment that a genuine act of apology 
requires. (AA Thompson 41) 
In the last section of her contribution to AA, Thompson lays out specific features of 
how the political apology should be presented.
28
 These features involve official acts by the 
state and its leaders (going as far as legislating some of the features) to ensure that the past 
                                                        
28 See AA Thompson 41-42 
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wrongdoing is not forgotten, that any and all members of the original recipients of the 
wrongdoing or their descendants are present during the time when the apology is given, that 
the apology is given by the official leader of the state even if members of the populace 
disagree with giving he political apology, and ensuring that the nation will not commit similar 
wrongs to the victims or their descendants in the future. 
 
B. Margaret Urban Walker and moral communities 
 
If Thompson emphasises transgenerational polity as both the nature of a society and 
the condition of possibility for political apologies, Margaret Urban Walker presents a related 
idea.  For Walker, societies are necessarily moral communities which pragmatically require 
of their members certain duties, sentiments and dispositions in order to function properly.  In 
her book Moral Repair – Reconstructing Moral Relations after Wrongdoing (MR), Walker 
asserts that severe wrongdoings, especially those that have been officially sanctioned by the 
state, threatens or severs the underlying trust that exists among its members (MR 29 – 34), 
and ultimately threatens the continued existence of the community (MR 205-207).   
For Walker, a political apology is a means of moral repair – something which is 
meant to repair the weakened or broken relationship not only between the perpetrator and his 
or her victim, but also between the perpetrator and the community, and between the victim 
and the community.  Walker says, “When individuals or societies or social groups evade the 
task of moral repair, the deeper damage may be that possibilities of moral relationship rooted 
in trust and nourished by hopefulness are crushed or poisoned between individuals or between 
groups within society” (MR 206). 
For Walker, society is a network of trust-based relationships between individuals who 
comprise it.  When a profound wrongdoing has been done, the entire network of trust-based 
relationships is put in peril.  When normative expectations are violated, the force and status of 
those expectations are put in question.  Society is not an amalgamation of only freely 
choosing individuals with zero expectations from each other.   
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She outlines specific attitudes or dispositions that support the moral relationship as 
follows (MR 24): 
a. Confidence in the shared standards; that some standards as we know them are 
shared, that they are recognised as such, and that there is reason to think they 
lead to worthwhile lives 
b. Trust among individuals and in a common human environment, that we 
ourselves and others will be responsive to these standards and to the reproach 
we deserve when we transgress them 
c. Hopefulness that we and others are worthy of the trust we place in each other, 
and that our world allows us to pursue the goods to which our shared 
understandings are meant to lead us 
d. Resentment and indignation towards violations of shared understandings; this 
should lead to a demand for accountability and prompt corrections of 
unacceptable behaviour 
 
The question is, how does the practice of political apology enter this framework of 
moral relationship and moral repair?  For Walker, political apology is one of the many 
“mechanisms” for moral repair.  Her assertion has two consequences.  First, it broadens the 
role and importance of political apologies from just the perpetrators and the victims to the 
network of relationships that make up the entire community as a whole.  In other words, 
everyone is responsible for the maintenance and restoration of the moral relationship.  
Second, it provides the dispositions and attitudes that need to be restored as a result of the 
moral repair via political apology. 
Like Thompson, Walker sees that what is at stake in the aftermath of a profound 
wrongdoing, especially a politically sanctioned one, is the existence of the community itself.  
This is why the community must itself be involved in the process of moral repair.  In a 
community built on the shared expectations that have been enumerated above, no one can 
claim the status of an indifferent observer.  She argues: 
Communal responsibility is nothing exotic; it figures in familiar and 
everyday practices in which a public supports institutions that are charged to 
maintain, reiterate, and enforce social order.  Communities also can be 
harmed by serious wrongdoing, because it may shatter individual members’ 
sense of security and call into question the authority of standards and the 
effectiveness of protective institutions (MR 7) 
She is aware that the suggestion that the community is also responsible for moral 
repair may be unacceptable to some.  She says: 
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Wrongdoers and victims – whether individuals or groups – are a natural focus 
for moral repair.  It is less obvious but essential to see that moral repair is 
always at the same time a communal responsibility.  The task of reproducing 
standards of responsibility and senses of responsibility is the basic shared 
task of every community, including those very amorphous communities that 
are called, sometimes with rhetorical purpose but usually with practical 
necessity, ’society.’ (MR 29) 
When norms are violated, it raises the issue of whether these norms should be 
continued or whether the violation is slowly established as the new norm.  When a 
community that constitutionally guarantees the freedom of choice of every individual turns a 
blind eye when one of its subgroups is systematically persecuted based on their choice of say, 
religion or sexuality, that norm of freedom of choice is put into question. When a state 
professes that elections are to be kept in the most honest and fraud-free way possible and yet 
ignores the massive vote-buying and blackmailing practices in the countryside, people begin 
to question the value of elections. Walker asserts:  
Any serious wrongdoing (or persistent wrongdoing, even where less serious) 
raises the question of whether certain standards are really taken seriously, and 
often whether the interests and dignity of individuals harmed by wrongdoing 
are taken seriously.  It is the responsibility of communities to answer those 
questions, for the business end of the authority of moral standards is some 
community’s willingness to enforce them in a variety of ways. (Ibid) 
In countries where the expected norms are repeatedly violated or ignored, the norms 
lose their value and immediacy.  Eventually, the violations pragmatically and systematically 
“become the norm” even if the “original norm” nominally exists in the constitution.  As 
Walker is right to assert, this has consequences on the moral sensibility and maturity of 
everyone in the community. Walker says: 
To fail to reprove wrongdoers or to fail to hold responsible those to whom 
responsibility falls is to cast doubt on the authority of norms, to 
authoritatively if implicity mark exceptions to them, or to indicate that 
wrongdoersare beyond the reach of the community or its norms. To fail to 
reassure or to satisfy victims is to cast doubt on the authority of norms, to 
authoritatively if implicitly mark those victims as outside the norm’s 
protective cover, or to indicate that those victims are not members to whom 
the community’s general responsibility reaches, or are not members at all. 
(MR 32) 
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Walker insists that every community has a set of moral judges and enforcers who are 
aware and assert the normativity of these expectations.  In the case of a nation-state, the 
judges and enforcers are the leaders of government who are tasked to uphold the constitution 
– the list of shared expectations and norms the community has for each other. The 
enforcement of normative expectations is a requirement for its continued existence.  Walker 
then outlines three ongoing tasks for the community (MR 30-31): 
a. Communities are responsible for the re-iteration of the standards that have been 
contravened and the reassertion of their authority. 
b. Communities are responsible for the legitimisation and enforcement of the individual 
or communal wrongdoer’s proper acceptance of responsibility and consequent 
obligations to submit to or perform reparative action, at least if the wrongdoer is 
identified, available and subject in some degree to the community’s control. 
c. Communities are responsible for seeing that injustice to the victim does not go 
unaddressed, or, more precisely, that the victim does not go unaddressed, but receives 
acknowledgment that the treatment by the wrongdoer was unacceptable to the 




Walker thus responds to the non-actor objection as follows: the community has the 
responsibility to engage in moral repair in order to secure the continuation of the community 
and its norms.
29
 The community engages in moral repair even in cases where the present 
community was not responsible for the wrongdoing. The need for a community such as the 
state engaging in moral repair by issuing a political apology is even more called for when it is 
the state itself which perpetrated the wrongdoing in the past. The issue for Walker is what can 
now be done to restore the damaged or lost trust in the wake of a wrongdoing.  
States (and the individuals who comprise them) can no longer escape the 
responsibility of correcting wrongs by claiming that “we were not responsible for it.” If the 
shared norms and expectations which are usually codified in laws and constitutions are 
important, then care must be given to their preservation and enforcement. For Walker, each 
member of the community is responsible in ensuring that moral repair is attempted and the 
offer of a political apology, made.30 
                                                        
29
 See quoted passage from MR 32 above. 
30 See MR 33-34 
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However, lest anyone see political apologies as a panacea for all forms of resentment 
arising from wrongdoing, Walker sternly cautions us of the limits of this and other forms of 
moral repair.  In the following paragraph, she accepts the reality of the third objection, that of 
the impossibility of complete restoration.   
This process of restoration or recreation is not always possible; in cases of 
serious wrong, if repair is possible in some degree, it will usually be at some 
cost – for the victim, the cost of absorbing some irreparable loss, pain, and 
anger for the wrongdoer, the cost of some shame, vulnerability, and 
compensating action; for communities, the costs of providing 
acknowledgment and vindication for victims, placing responsibility and its 
demands on wrongdoers, and showing that standards are affirmed and 
enforced. (MR 6) 
The reality of the impossibility of complete restoration, Walker asserts, cannot be 
used as an excuse for not trying to repair the relationship.  While some wrongs are as Hannah 
Arendt asserts “in the realm of the unforgivable”, gestures of moral repair such as political 
apologies must still be worked for with vigour and vigilance.  They do have desirable 
communal and personal effects.   
Beneath Walker’s optimism and pragmatism is a realism on the importance of those 
acts that will never be forgiven.  Walker asserts that even these unforgivable acts have a 
purpose for our moral communities. 
Holding wrongs unforgivable is a way to mark the enormity of injury and the 
malignancy of wrongdoing as exceeding anything that could be made to fit 
back into a reliable framework of moral relations… We define a moral 
community both by what and whom it comprehends and what it marks 
beyond the pale. (MR 189-190) 
In this chapter, we have seen how two philosophers have attempted to justify political 
apologies by specifically describing the community that employs them.  Janna Thompson 
argues how communities are transgenerational polities that have identities and obligations 
beyond the lifespan of their individual members.  Margaret Urban Walker argues that 
societies are moral communities that have requisite obligations and expectations from 
individual members in order to function properly.  For these thinkers, political apology is part 
of a greater process of the community’s pursuit for justice (Thompson) and trust-based 
networks (Walker).  The state and its citizens are capable of taking on the responsibility (and 
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thus apologize for it) even for acts that were done before their time because the effects of the 
wrongdoing such as injustice and strained relationships of trust persist.  If communities are to 
flourish, people must be given the respect that is due them (Thompson) and be given the 
opportunity to trust again (Walker).  Thompson insists that previous examples of unsuccessful 
or even refused political apologies should not be an excuse for not pursuing a genuine one in 
the future, while Walker clarifies how political apologies are themselves limited and cannot 
provide a complete restoration of the victims’ status before the wrongdoing in question. 
In the next chapter, we shall examine the strengths and weaknesses of their proposals 
and also how they complement each other in relation to political apologies.  We shall also see 
how their solutions present different problems that also need to be addressed.  Finally, we 
shall try to respond to these problems and propose theories or justifications on how to make 
an appropriated Thompson-Walker theory more robust. 
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V – MAKIG THE THEORY MORE ROBUST 
 
 
Our past chapters have dealt with the discussion on interpersonal apologies, the 
problematic shift to political apologies, and the frameworks that the theories of Janna 
Thompson and Margaret Urban Walker provide to justify political apologies. This chapter 
attempts to further develop on the justification of political apologies by answering the 
following questions: (1) how do Thompson’s and Walker’s theories respond to the three main 
objections raised against political apologies; and (2) what are the related issues and concerns 
that are raised in appealing to Thompson’s and Walker’s theories. In the last section of this 
chapter a proposal to combine the elements of Thompson’s and Walker’s theories into a 
hybrid theory of “transgenerational moral communities” will be proposed. 
 
A. A critique of their theories and their responses to the objections 
 
 
Amidst these objections, two theories of justifying political apologies stand out 
primarily because they shift the burden of justification and need for political apologies into 
the nature of the communities and polities that demand them.  Janna Thompson proposes that 
communities such as modern day nation-states are transgenerational polities that exist over 
generations and whose continued transgenerational existence is endeavoured for by its 
members.  In such a transgenerational polity, states are able to take on the responsibility for 
previous infractions.  States are also able to make long-term commitments, and with regard to 
political apologies, commitments that prevent or minimise the repetition of the previous 
wrongdoing.  Meanwhile, Margaret Urban Walker proposes the concept of communities as 
moral communities with each member having requisite obligations, duties and expectations 
from and towards each other.  In a moral community, members are sustained by sentiments of 
trust, confidence and hope that everyone will abide by the mutual expectations shared within 
a community. 
Given Thompson’s assertion of communities as transgenerational entities, political 
apologies are justified because they are seen as instruments of the state in achieving 
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transgenerational justice (Thompson). Given Walker’s notion of communities as networks of 
trust that have shared ideals and norms, political apologies are mechanisms for moral repair 
and the re-establishment of the trust after a wrongdoing.  Let us now examine how each of the 
theories address the three main objections against political apologies. 
In response to the non-actor objection which asserts that political apologies may only 
be given if the current state is responsible for the wrongdoing in question, political apologies 
for wrongdoings in the distant past are justified in Thompson’s theory because states are 
transgenerational institutions which have to address previous and present injustices that these 
wrongdoings caused.  Thompson says that “the state as a transgenerational polity has a 
transgenerational obligation to apologise and recompense victims for a history of injustice 
and disrespect, regardless of the current administration’s relation to the act” (AA Thompson 
40).
31
 For Thompson, the nature of states as transgenerational polities means that the state 
“keeps its commitments and fulfils its responsibilities, including circumstances in which their 
state should make commitments or should take responsibility for a past injustice” (Ibid.). 
Thompson recognises that the desire of the state to continue as a transgenerational 
community32 is sufficient motivation to replace the emotion of remorse in making the political 
apology. 
Although Walker’s response to the non-actor objection was already discussed in the 
previous chapter, it is worth restating here. For Walker, the important issue is not who the 
agent of the wrongdoing was (whether it was the state or some other group). The critical issue 
for Walker is the damage to the network of trust that the wrongdoing has wrought towards the 
community (MR 72-80). Walker insists that political apologies, as one of the means for moral 
repair, is justified and even required from the state in order to restore trust, confidence, and 
affirm the standards that the community holds important. As it is the state which has the 
                                                        
31
 In other words, Thompson means a political apology (and its requisite compensatory acts) are 
required even if the state is not the agent of the past wrongdoing. 
32 Thompson argues that any transgenerational polity is capable of making political apologies precisely 
because it has to address current conditions which are not of its own doing, i.e., that states do not exist 
in an historical vacuum. States as trangenerational polities are affected by commitments made by 
previous generations in as much as it affects future generations with its current decisions and 
commitments. See Thompson’s discussion in AA Thompson 38-39. 
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capacity to ensure that there are institutional or legislative changes that can aid in repairing 
trust and re-affirming violated standards, political apologies are ideally, official acts of the 
state (MR 218 - 223). 
Both Thompson and Walker agree that the political apology, when made by a 
different regime as that which caused the wrongdoing, is one that can come from regret that 
such a wrongdoing and a sincere desire that the wrongdoing not be repeated in the future. 
While we have shown how one response to the recipient dilemma goes by way of 
showing how apologies can still be meaningful in the absence of the concerned victim(s), the 
transgenerational polity and moral community theories provide for the existence of an 
indirect victim by way of the polity and community.  When a grave wrongdoing has been 
done, when a group of people have been denied justice and respect that is due them, the 
theories provide a feasible argument that the entire community is indirectly harmed.  For 
Thompson, in the face of a politically sanctioned or ignored wrongdoing, the capacity of the 
transgenerational polity to continue and exist beyond the current generation is put on the line 
(AA Thompson 33).  When expectations are violated and there is a growing resentment and 
indignation, relationships in a moral community are weakened if not severed (MR26).   
With regard to the issue of complete restoration, both theories accept the reality that 
there can never be a return to the status ante quo.  Wronged individuals, communities, and 
groups can never have the same set of properties that they had prior to the harm.  However, 
both theories are clear that this cannot be used as an excuse not to apologise or engage in 
reparation.  Attempts must be made towards reparation even if such attempts are resisted by 
the recipients themselves.  Although attempts at apology are directed towards those who have 







Political apologies and the necessary compensatory acts should be made even if no request 
has been made and no return to the original mode is possible.  Reparations will always fall 
short but they are nonetheless needed.
33
 
B. Further justifications based on the fulfilment of the jointly necessary and sufficient 
conditions of political apologies 
 
Having shown how they can withstand the objections raised against them, we are also 
able to show how their theories provide for the fulfilment of the joint necessary and sufficient 
conditions we laid out for political apologies earlier.   
A΄   Recognition of p' that a wrong has been committed 
B΄   A motivating moral sentiment of p' to make the apology 
C΄   Public expression of apology from p' to q'  
D΄   Promise that X will not happen again (~X) in the future (T3) 
E΄   Possible reparation or restitution of q' ’s status ante X 
 
Both Thompson and Walker emphasise the need to recognise that a wrong has been 
committed and people have been harmed because of this wrong (A΄).  Both are aware that the 
process of recognising and identifying the harm done is not easy and takes some time.  The 
motivation to issue a political apology (B΄) may come from either the desire to pursue justice 
and the welfare of the transgenerational community (Thompson) or it may come from a 
collective frustration and resentment from unfulfilled expectations in a moral community 
(Walker).  They also contend that the public expression of apology (C΄) has to include all the 
elements (A΄, B΄, D΄ and E΄) in order for it to be sincere and have long lasting effects.  The 
state in particular should see to it that it creates the necessary conditions so that X will not 
happen again in the future (D΄) and facilitate the possible reparation or restitution of q΄ 
properties ante X (E΄), to the best of its ability. 
Neither see political apologies as a one-time event.  Both see it in a broader context 
either of time (transgenerational polity) or relationships (moral community). Both of them 
acknowledge that the long and arduous process of giving a political apology involve lengthy 
                                                        
33
 Walker says that “Arguments from practical difficulty and social discord are not conclusive 
arguments against undertaking sustained and systemic repairs where moral relations have been denied, 
distorted, or repeatedly damaged. If it has not been attempted, then wounds are still open and injuries 
and insults continue.” (MR 36) 
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and possibly spirited debates, and take years or even several generations before it is 
completed.34 
It would seem at this point, we have done our job in proving that political apologies 
are justified.  The next time someone comes to us and asks us whether political apologies are 
justified, we only have to introduce them to the theories presented by Janna Thompson and 
Margaret Urban Walker and all shall be well. Thompson and Walker provide us with all the 
resources for the arguments that are needed to convince any sceptic.  
But even after having shown how the two theories are able to provide answers to the 
three main objections that have been earlier raised, it still remains to be seen if the theories 
stand up to criticisms regarding their specific proposals themselves.  In other words, it still 
remains to be seen if accepting Thompson’s and Walker’s suggestions about the nature of 
transgenerational polities and moral communities are justified in the first place.  While the 
theories do provide a way out for the three main objections, the theories themselves have built 
up structures upon assumptions that cause tensions with other working presuppositions in the 
background.  It is now important for us to examine whether such strategies are warranted or if 
they are ultimately more problematic than our earlier starting points. 
C. Further issues that need to be addressed 
 
The next part of this chapter will used to discuss further issues that can be points of 
clarifying the justification for political apologies.  It is hoped that the discussion of these 
concerns will enable us to arrive at a more robust understanding of why political apologies 
are justified.  While the forthcoming discussions are not meant to be exhaustive, it is hoped 
that the insights that arise from the discourse will encourage further philosophical reflection 
for other thesis projects.  The four issues that will be individually addressed are as follows: 
                                                        
34 Thompon insists that both the members of the wronged group (or their descendants), and the 
members or representatives of the agent of the wrongdoing participate in the political apology process. 
This is because Thompson gives a great deal of emphasis to the recognition of the wrongdoing that was 
done and the commitment of this recognition into the official history of the nation-state. See AA 
Thompson 41-43. 
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a. Community and identity:  There seems to be an unexplained perspective that 
the history and nature of the community is important for personal identity and 
self-worth.  Is this perspective justified? 
b. The problem of redistribution – current and future generations: In the desire 
to achieve justice now, does not the state limit the options of both the current 
and future generations? 
c. Political Apologies and Liberalism: Liberal ideals have espoused the 
neutrality of the state towards the specificity of what good should be pursued.  
However the notions of transgenerational polities and moral communities as 
goods to be pursued by a liberal society may be considered “too thick.”  Are 
the proposals contrary to liberal ideals? 
d. Inner tension between Thompson’s and Walker’s theories :  Is Walker’s 
theory a version of the aggregate approach that Thompson rejects? 
 
Community as a resource for personal identity 
 
Pro-apologists like Thompson and Walker emphasise that one of the benefits of 
political apologies is that it provides the resources for individuals or communities that were 
wronged to “move on.”  But this assumes a notion of identity that is at least in part based on 
one’s interaction with, and place in, the community.  Let us briefly address the worry that this 
assumption is wrong or at least misguided. 
Thompson says that political apologies are essential to restoring the dignity and 
identity of harmed groups. If wrongdoing has not been apologised for nor its negative effects 
stemmed, it provides another source of injustice that may persist across generations (AA 
Thompson 32-34). Thompson quotes Jeremy Waldron on the negative effects of unaddressed 
historical wrongdoings: 
To neglect the historical record is to do violence to this identity and thus to 
the community that it sustains. And since communities help generate a deeper 
sense of identity for the individuals they comprise, neglecting or expunging 
the historical record is a way of undermining and insulting individuals as 
well. (AA Thompson 33)35 
In a community that has had a history of violence and persecution of a particular 
ethnic or religious group, those victims will develop an identity that is greatly affected by 
their limited choices and low self-worth (should the persecution persist).  This may also lead 
an increase in frustration, resentment or profound mistrust against any state institution.  On 
                                                        
35
 See Miranda Fricker’s book, Episemic Injustice, and Hans-Georg Gadamer’s book, Truth and 
Method, for discussions on the role of communities, history, and social identity towards one’s own 
personal identity.  
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the other hand, people who have done nothing to counter its negative effects reinforce the 
social-identities that are assigned to these groups. Political apologies as official acts of the 
state where the wrong is publicly declared to be wrong and steps can be taken to minimise if 
not prevent the persistence of such wrongs enable the restoration of the lost or weakened trust 
that from the wrongdoing. 
But the process of national healing is a long and arduous one precisely because of our 
historically embedded consciousness.  The negative effects of the many centuries of racial 
discrimination in the United States, Australia and the United Kingdom are still felt today even 
if the laws that were used to justify those discriminatory practices have long been replaced.  
The effects of harms, including the debilitating feeling of racial, religious or ethnic 
supremacy, have a way of being carried over across generations
36
 and do not get washed 
away by the tide of elections or regime changes.  This and many others prove that political 
apologies are never one-time, publicity-hungry events but a politically demanding, nationally 
exacting and structural changing process.     
 
The problem of redistribution : Current and Future Generations 
 
Part of the task of political apologies is the setting up of conditions that will help 
minimise the possibility of the wrongdoing being repeated.  These structural changes 
sometimes entail changes in the community which entail consequences for both the current 
and future generations.  This is because the community as a transgenerational polity may be 
required to redistribute goods that current generations are enjoying in order to counter the 
injustice that had been done in the past.  Furthermore, this redistribution may arguably harm 
the opportunities of future generations. If, for example, a community made up of two groups 
(A and B) have had their collection of goods (let us suppose 100 units of property, where 50 
units of goods are the minimal requirement to meet either group’s needs) unjustly 
redistributed in the past where one group was favoured to have more (say A has 80 units to 
                                                        
36
 This makes Thompson’s analysis of the state as a transgenerational polity even more significant 
because a state that sees itself as “transgenerational” is aware that it does not only have to deal with the 
wrongdoings of the past, but will also have to be vigilant to avoid creating new situations or problems 
for future generations.   
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B’s 20), then the state as part of the political apology process, may restore the distribution to 
an equilibrium.  Let us call this example the Redistributable-Equity State (RES). 
Other people have used this line of argument as a proof of the danger of political 
apologies for it could be the case that the redistribution of goods will lead to more social 
harm.  Suppose for example a poor but apologetic nation is being required to pay 
compensatory damages to groups of people it has harmed in the past.  If the state is 
fundamentally unable to do so (for lack of actual resources), then forcing the state to still 
compensation by way of redistribution may be itself unjust.  Using our previous units of 
property example, let us think of another one: The Negative Equity State (NES).  Let us say 
that it has come to a point where the state actually has negative equity (it only has 50 units of 
property down from the original 100) and that all of these property-units belong to group A.  
The act of redistributing the goods entail that even group A will have less than the minimum 
required units of goods that is needed to pursue its own ends.  The act of redistribution to 
achieve distributive justice, will entail that the members of group A will lose their claim 
towards 50 units of property.  In the end result of a 25-25 ratio between groups A and B, none 
of them will be capable of pursuing their ends.  It would seem that there are cases when the 
redistribution of property and goods, and other compensatory acts or restoration of property 
creates more injustice than the original situation.  Such is the case for many societies that 
have experienced prolonged periods of civil strife or oppressive colonisation.  Once the civil 
war has ended or the imperial power expunged, the country simply does not have any 
resources to engage in redistribution practices. 
Thompson is aware of the difficulty of the situation.  She believes that as states have 
historical continuity, it is possible that the wealth and poverty of some nations have been built 
on past injustices to or by others.  But the pragmatic and moral reasons for repairing past 
injustices are enough for a nation to sacrifice some rights and privileges in the pursuit of 
justice (AA Thompson 92).
37
  Thompson is clearly arguing that redistribution is called for in 
                                                        
37
 This situation is clearly faced by several institutions which may have been powerful and oppressive 
in the past but are now facing stark social realities of their own. 
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RES.  But is she also claiming that it is justified to insist on redistribution in an NES type of 
society?  I would submit that she does or at the very least she will argue for an eventual 
redistribution at a later time. If the redistribution will entail the imposition of a injustice in the 
current generation, then Thompson may suggest for the expression of the apology be made 
while the compensation be promised at a later time.38 
 
Political apologies and Liberalism 
 
Ordinary liberal theory states that the state should be neutral as to the goods that 
people should pursue.  Liberalism has to be neutral on the details of what counts as a “good 
life.”  Persons are to be allowed to pursue their own paths and determine their own values so 
long as they do not pose any harm to others.  A liberal state has to be careful not to endorse a 
particular lifestyle so as not to unnecessarily disadvantage others.  Consequently, liberals 
have to prevent any group or association from imposing its own value system on the general 
public and outside of their own private spheres of influence. 
Both Thompson and Walker seem to propose very thick definitions of states and the 
duties of individuals in such polities beyond the usual liberty-ensuring, no-specific-good-
identifying institution.  In Thompson’s account, the pursuit of transgenerational justice is a 
good that must be pursued by every state (AA Thompson 34), while Walker seeks the 
maintenance of the trust-based network that sustains community norms (MR 27).  Do 
Thompson’s and Walker’s suggestions run contrary to the “neutrality” that liberalism 
promotes? 
What needs to be clarified here is the meaning of “neutrality” with regards to the state 
that we are willing to accommodate. The aforementioned worry may stem from an 
assumption that a liberal state has an “absolute neutrality” with regards to any and all goods 
that are worth pursuing. For this type of liberalism, the only important thing is the freedom of 
choice and self-determination.  But one of the principles of liberalism, especially the 
                                                        
38
 Jeremy Waldron proposes that compensations against previous injustices should be context-sensitive, 
i.e., they should depend on the current situation of the state or group that is to give the compensation. 
For Waldron, the duty to compensate victims of past wrongdoings may be superseded by concerns for 
justice for current generations. See Waldron’s “Superseding Historic Injustice” in Ethics 103 (1): 4-28. 
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liberalism espoused by thinkers such as Brian Barry, is egalitarian liberalism where the 
freedom of choice and self-determination is limited by an egalitarian theory of justice.39 For 
Barry, states can never be “neutral” in questions regarding rights and equality for they 
precisely impede upon an individual’s capacity for self-determination (Barry 85).  
Thompson’s and Walker’s “thick” notions of communities may now be seen under 
this perspective. Thompson’s pursuit of transgenerational justice and Walker’s trust-based 
network of relationships may be seen as aids towards the maintenance of conditions that 
enable a person to pursue his/her self-determination.40  Political apologies, in their attempt to 
repair the injustice (Thompson) and the loss of trust (Walker) from previous wrongdoings, 
helps affirm an individual’s freedom to choose.41 
  
Inner tension: Is Walker’s theory a version of the aggregate approach Thompson rejects? 
Walker suggests that everyone takes on the responsibility of making sure that the 
harm is remedied and the victim vindicated or addressed.  She emphasises that the needs of 
the victim have to be addressed regardless of the person or group that does so.  Communities 
who have been indirectly harmed by a state-sponsored injustice have the right and the duty to 
demand government redress on behalf of the victims. 
This suggestion may be seen as what Thompson rejects in her objection against the 
aggregate approach.  Walker may be seen as suggesting that an aggregate sentiment of 
indignation is enough to bring about a political apology.  Thompson argues that it is not 
merely a matter of a numbers game where the majority sentiment wins the day.  Political 
apologies still have to be an officially sanctioned state act. 
                                                        
39 See Brian Barry’s Culture and Equality where he argues against communitarians or 
“multiculturalists” who argue that the pursuit of justice may be suspended in the interest of special 
group rights. 
40
 For a lively debate between people who wish to maintain a minimal notion of liberalism as opposed 
to those who wish to propose “thick” definitions, see Brian Barry’s Culture and Equality 
Massachusetts:  Harvard University Press, 2001 and Paul Kelly’s edited book, Multiculturalism 
Reconsidered.  Cambridge:  Polity Press, 2002. 
41
 This is related to our previous discussion on the negative effects a previous wrongdoing may have 
towards a person’s social and personal identity. 
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Thompson asks us to suppose that there is a book that is publicly available for people 
to sign their sentiment of apologies towards the victims even as their state refuses to do so 
officially.  She insists that even if “a majority of citizens had signed these books, this would 
still not have amounted to a political apology.  It is not enough that most citizens are 
apologetic.  The act must be an institutional one” (AA Thompson 41).   
There are two ways of seeing this issue.  One is think of their theories as 
incompatible with each other.  If we side with Thompson, then Walker is wrong in suggesting 
that it is the community who has the main responsibility for political apologies.  If Walker is 
correct, then political apologies do not need the official pronouncement of the state in order to 
be considered political apologies.  Open books for signatures such as the one mentioned 
above are enough to count as political apologies. 
We can, however, take the compatibilist view and see how their suggestions do not 
necessarily preclude each other.  Walker herself is very clear on the limits of what unofficial, 
i.e., not state-sponsored, acts of reparation accounts for.  Her emphasis on the importance of a 
communal resentment and indignation in the face of a profound harm should not be 
interpreted as a denial of the importance of an official act of apology.  Walker herself sees 
that official acts of the state during the process of political apologies and moral repair, are the 
only guarantee to effect lasting changes.   
 
D. Towards a hybrid theory 
 
In this final section of the chapter, let us make a modest proposal to combine the 
theories of Thompson and Walker into a Thompson-Walker hybrid theory on polities and 
communities.  Walker provides the sentiments that provide the specificity of Thompson’s 
more generalist sentiment towards the community and its continuation.  Walker provides a 
specific reason for the transgenerational polity’s continued existence – that continuation and 
reaffirmation of shared standards and norms within a community (MR 30-31). On the other 
hand, Thompson provides the transgenerational nature of moral communities (AA Thompson 
33-35).  Communities do not suddenly have expected sentiments of trust, confidence, and 
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resentment in the face of a disregard for the standards.  These sentiments and the specific 
expressions found in various world cultures are by products of a community’s history and 
development.  These standards and cultural expressions will in turn be passed on to the next 
generation, all the more giving importance to their maintenance and fulfilment.  If standards 
are continually frustrated over time, they will disappear and lose their efficacy over future 
generations. 
Furthermore, Thompson provides a specific ideal to the shared expectations and 
duties in the community. Walker’s theory speaks of shared expectations and confidence in 
shared standards without explicitly naming them.  This opens her to the charge that once 
something is a shared standard, it can be legitimately pursued and demanded by a community.  
Thompson’s theory provides the ideal of justice that can sustain and guide these shared 
expectations without falling into the ‘as-long-as-it’s-shared’ trap. 
In effect, a hybrid theory is the notion of a “transgenerational-moral community” – 
a moral community that has duties and sentiments that extend beyond the present community.  
This transgenerational-moral community has the following features: 
a. Communities are transgenerational polities with a lifespan and purpose 
beyond the individual members. 
b. Communities are moral communities with requisite duties, sentiments and 
expectations from each other. 
c. A transgenerational-moral community is one where the requisite duties, 
sentiments and expectations persist over generations and over time. 
d. Trust and justice are the foundations of this community.  It is the awareness, 
acceptance and fulfilment of these shared expectations that enable the 
transgenerational-moral community to flourish in the present and continue 
across generations. 
 
A brief survey will show us that most liberal nation-states fulfil the criteria for this 
transgenerational-moral community. These communities are slowly coming to terms with the 
past injustices committed by their previous generations and are trying to ensure that future 
generations do not suffer the same fate. These transgenerational-moral communities may have 
individual members or several groups which may disagree with the specifics of how previous 
cases of injustice should be handled, or if they should be addressed at all. But political 
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apologies are not made meaningless by dissenting opinion as long as the requirements of a 
genuine apology are met. 
A more robust theory and justification of political apology from the Thompson-
Walker transgenerational-moral community can now be proposed. 
i. A community has shared standards, duties and expectations that persist over time 
and across generations.  The continued fulfilment or frustration of those standards 
have effects that persist over time and across generations. 
 
ii. Being imperfect communities, some actions that were done in the past have 
unjustly harmed members of the community.  The worst of cases happen when it 
is the state itself which has sponsored the harm against an individual or group.  
Regardless of the agents and their current status, these mistakes and their ill 
effects need to be addressed in the soonest possible time.   
 
 
iii. The political engagement to correct historical and/or political wrongs knows no 
limit in terms of temporal distance, i.e. if the wrongdoing was committed in the 
distant past and by a different administration.  Neither does it admit to limits in 
terms of the recipient of the harm as the community is always an indirect 
recipient of the harm that is caused.  Any unaddressed after-effects of the 
wrongdoing threaten the trust-based relationships that exist within the 
community, relationships which in turn enable the community to persist across 
generations 
 
iv. A true transgenerational-moral community will seek to engage in the continuous 
repair of the profound harm by creating legal, structural and community-based 
conditions that will minimise the repetition of the said harm.  It will also be very 
sensitive to similar harms in the future by being vigilant to any and all who 
attempt such harms. 
 
We have seen in this chapter how the novel theories of Thompson and Walker stand 
up to the critique posed by the three main objections and how they are able to fulfil the joint 
necessary and sufficient conditions for political apologies that we have laid out in the second 
and third chapters.  We have also answered several further objections that may be raised 
against the justification that their theories provide for political apologies.  Lastly, we have 
proposed a hybrid Thompson-Walker theory of transgenerational-moral communities as the 
best foundation for a robust, coherent and consistent justification for political apologies.  We 
are now ready to list the insights and contribution we have made throughout the thesis in the 
following concluding chapter. 
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In the effort to answer the question “Are political apologies justified?” we have gone 
through the fundamental cases that have yielded the joint necessary and sufficient conditions 
for interpersonal apologies.  We have argued that interpersonal apologies (iα)must satisfy 
these jointly necessary and sufficient conditions: 
 
Z1 – P is the cause of event X at T1 
Z2 – Event X caused person q harm in a non-trivial degree 
 
A. Recognition that a wrong has been committed 
B. Remorse for the wrong that has been committed 
C. Expression of apology 
D. Promise that X will not happen again (~X) in the future (T3) 
E. Reparation or restitution of person q’s status ante X if possible 
  
1. The shift from interpersonal to political apologies have yielded us with the following 
elements and conditions: 
Z1 – p' is the cause of event X at T1 
Z2 – EventX caused q' harm in a non-trivial degree 
 
 Thus we would end up with a theory for political apology (α') at T2 that contains: 
A΄   Recognition of p' that a wrong has been committed 
B΄   Remorse of p' for the wrong that has been committed 
C΄   Public expression of apology from p' to q'  
D΄   Promise that γ will not happen again (~X) in the future (T3) 
E΄   Possible reparation or restitution of q' ’s status ante Ξ 
 
 
In the face of these jointly necessary and sufficient conditions for political apologies, 
the following objections serve as the greatest threats to its justification 
a. The non-actor objection that argues that political apologies cannot be made 
by those who were non-agents of the wrongdoing in question 
b. The recipient dilemma that argues that political apologies are impossible 
when the recipient of the wrongdoing is no longer present  
c. The impossibility of complete repair that argues that political apologies fail 
to restore the victim(s) status prior the event of wrongdoing, rendering the 
apology meaningless 
 
We have argued how Janna Thompson and Margaret Urban Walker subverted these 
objections by proposing a novel approach to the issue: describe the nature of the communities 
that give or deny these political apologies.  Thompson’s insistence on a transgenerational 
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community allows her to argue for a theory of political apology that is based on a 
transgenerational desire for justice and equality.  Walker’s framework of shared expectation 
and trust-based moral relationships in a moral community provides her with the resources to 
argue that political apologies are means for moral repair. 
Furthermore, we have attempted to show how Thompson’s and Walker’s theories are 
able to respond to the three objections by asserting that the effects of the wrongdoing are 
things that the state has to contend with in the present, and that the state’s task to minimise 
the threat towards the community and relationships are of paramount importance.  The 
impossibility of the victim(s)’ return to the status prior to the event of wrongdoing is not a 
valid excuse to ignore addressing their needs. 
We have also identified further complications and issues that may arise from our 
proposal to justify political apologies based on the two theories.  We have argued for the link 
between community and identity and how history and social imagination affect the way we 
see ourselves and others.  We have shown how their theories are not contrary to but 
supportive of liberal ideals of justice and self-determination.  We have also tried to untangle 
the entwined threads of remorse and regret as a motivation for political apologies and 
proposed that there are in fact two types of apologies: one coming from the remorse of an 
agent of a harm and the other from an expression of regret that something bad occurred in the 
past. 
In the final section, we endeavoured to propose and defend a hybrid theory of 
transgenerational-moral communities where the moral expectations and sentiments that guide 
the community and promote stability are extended to succeeding generations.  This provides 
us with an even more robust justification for political apologies.  Given the reality of polities 
as transgenerational-moral communities, everyone bears responsibility for moral repair and 
the quest for justice (with the state bearing the majority of this burden).  Furthermore, we 
have identified and clarified one significant feature of political apologies – that they do not 
occur as a one-off, publicity driven event but are rather tedious processes towards national 
reconciliation and renewal.  Given this, political apologies can only be non-justified if they 
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are not pursued in the name of justice and the desire to maintain and strengthen the trust, 
confidence, and expectations that the community shares.  Therefore, we can confidently 
answer this thesis’ question in the affirmative: Given certain conditions, political apologies 
are indeed justified. 
But having a robust theory of justification for political apologies does not mean that 
everyone will accept them wholesale.  As what we have emphasised in our notion of 
transgenerationality, prejudices such as resistance to efforts towards reconciliation such as 
political apologies have taken years to be built up. We should not be surprised nor should we 
be discouraged when we learn that they will take many more years to dismantle and replace.  
The important thing is that we see political apology as an important part and mechanism for 
our political and moral discourse.  While the refusal of states and other constituents may be 
stubbornly deafening at times, let us remember that the cries of the victims are far more 
immediate and profoundly far more important. Lest we forget that we all have a duty towards 
strengthening and re-establishing those weakened or severed relationships, Walker reminds us 
of the importance of the need for moral repair of which political apologies are an important 
part: 
There is an old saying that “Time heals all wounds.” We know that this is not 
true: human beings tortured and terrorised are not simply healed by time even 
when they are able to reclaim their lives, and some hearts broken by betrayal 
or cruelty never mend.  There is truth, however, in the power of time to 
soften and distance harms and losses of many kinds for many people, and to 
allow them to rebuild lives, trusting relationships, and hopeful expectations.  
The possible healing powers of time do not excuse us from individual and 
communal responsibilities for repair.  They offer us the hope that our always 
limited powers of setting things right may be strengthened by the remarkable 
ability of human beings to go on.  Yet the experience of bitter abandonment 
in misery is something that can last a lifetime too, and time can cause wounds 
to fester.  What must always be done is to acknowledge wrong and to make 
clear efforts at repair.  All too often, this is all that can be done.  If this is all 
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